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1 Foreword 

This thesis is written to the Board of Directors in Unilever. The purpose is through an analysis 

to find a long run strategy for Lifebuoy Soap in Bangladesh. 

Bangladesh and Lifebuoy Soap has by the Board been announced as key market1 within the 

next decade, because of the success in the country since 2002, and the remaining potential to 

increase the market share. 

The motivation, besides the fact that it is a key market, is to show how CSR and 

responsiveness in a local market can help a multinational company to succeed and create a 

win-win situation for both country and company. Unilever has through several years shown 

their surroundings, that despite of being one of the largest companies in the world within 

FMCG, they are capable of adapting to different cultures and markets – and have achieved 

from it. 

The point of origin is the current strategy which for the last 4-6 years has been successful and 

this is what this thesis will contribute with - a strategy on Lifebuoy soap that can extend the 

success for further 5-10 years.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 Presentation: The Path to a sustainable social mission – 10th of June 2008   
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2 Executive Summary2 

Unilever har 3 prioriteringsområder for fremtiden, som skal opretholde den positive udvikling 

i de markeder hvori der ageres samt sikre vækst. De 3 områder er; Personlig Pleje, U-lande og 

udviklingslande og sundhed (Vitality). 

Unilevers ledelse har udpeget nogle nøgleområder og nogle nøgle brands som er must-win i 

fremtidens Unilever, herunder ligger Bangladesh og Lifebouy sæbe. 

Lifebouy sæbe er inden for helbredssæbe kategorien det største mærke i Bangladesh med ca. 

50 % af markedet. De 3 andre store varianter, Dettol, Safeguard, Protex ligger alle med en 

andel på under 10 % mens discount har den næst største andel, og må betegnes som p.t. den 

største konkurrent. 

 

Den nuværende Unilever strategi er en Multinational strategi med en lokal-for-lokal 

fremgangsmåde. De 3 klassiske strategier; International, Global og Multinational samt 

Transnational bliver analyseret for at finde den fremtidige strategi for Unilever på Lifebouy 

sæbe. Det anbefales at Unilever fremadrettet vælger en Multinational strategi med elementer 

fra transnational strategi, fordi den nuværende har vist sig at være profitabel og fordi man er 

opmærksom på vigtigheden af tilstedeværelse på lokal markedet der følger de transnationale 

træk. 

I forlængelse af den fundne overordnede strategi analyseres hvilke BOP strategier der vil 

kunne hjælpe Unilever i fremtiden og konklusionen er, at Unilever skal blive ved med at 

ramme bredt som de gør i dag og derudover følge disse 5 succeskriterier. 

 

1. Bruge Bottom up innovation, altså skabe strategien til markedet og ikke den anden vej 

samt fokusere på BoP. 

2. Sikre ‘vejene til markedet’ og at produkterne er tilgængelige. 

3. Tilrette forpakningerne for at sikre at folk har råd i flere samfundslag og uddanne 

kunderne for at bekæmpe hygiejniske - og helbredsproblemer.  

4. Skabe købekraft ved at bruge lokale arbejdere og løfte firmaets ansvarlighed. 

5. Indgå partnerskab med både regering og forskellige NGO’er. 

 

                                                
2 Written in Danish - due to CBS guidelines 
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De forskellige sociale tiltag (CSR) som Unilever har lavet i Bangladesh og de muligheder der 

ligger heri, samt det faktum at Unilever ikke trækker et evt. overskud ud af landet men i stedet 

investerer dem lokalt i f.eks. Lifebouy Friendship Hospital, Shakti projekt og Pollydut 

Scheme har givet og vil give Unilever og Lifebouy sæbe konkurrencemæssige fordele i 

fremtiden, man har på visse punkter også opnået det som Porter & Kramer betegner som 

Corporate Social Integration (CSI) på baggrund af de før nævnte CSR tiltag. 

Patrick Cescau CEO hos Unilever mener at man ikke bare opnår konkurrencemæssige fordele 

men ydermere også disse 4 punkter, hvilket også kan udledes af analysen: (Forfatteren har 

efter pilen ved hver punkt skrevet hvordan dette kan ses). 

 

1. Adgang til nye markeder –> Salg i landområder vha. Pollydut Scheme. 

2. Nye muligheder for innovation og vækst –> De succesfulde relanceringer af Lifebouy 

i perioden fra 2002 til 2006. 

3. Nye partnere –> Friendship (NGO). 

4. Over tid vinder man tillid og fortrolighed med lokalsamfundet og uden disse er 

vedvarende vækst umuligt –> Lifebouy sæbe har opnået accept og deltagelse. (Porter 

and Kramer’s ‘CSI). 

 

Den nye strategi sammenlignes med C. K Prahalads bog ”The Fortune of the Bottom of the 

Pyramid” og Aneel Karnani’s kritik af samme bog ”The Fortune of the Bottom of the 

Pyramid: A Mirage” for at finde sammenhænge. 

Den nye Unilever strategi har flere fælles punkter med både Prahalad og Karnani. 

I forbindelse med Prahalad er fællestrækkene bla at strategien er lavet til at passe til markedet 

og ikke omvendt, således at de fattige i fremtiden er kunder og at man derved kan løfte dem 

ud af fattigdom ved at sælge differentierede produkter, mindre forpakninger og dermed også 

til lavere priser.  

Karnani mener at de fattige skal bruges som producenter for at løfte deres indkomst eller at 

man skal sænke priserne eller kvaliteten på varerne for at øge værdien af penge. Disse tiltag 

ville medføre højere levestandard og dermed en øget mulighed for de fattige både i forhold til 

helbred, uddannelse og en generel højere levestandard ved et løft i deres disponible indkomst. 
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3 Scope of the thesis 

This thesis analyzes possible strategies for Unilever, to retain the positive economic 

development with Lifebuoy Soap in Bangladesh and establish if Unilever by using CSR3  can 

achieve competitive advantages in a long run strategy at 5-10 years. 

 

To conclude this thesis, the following questions needs to be answered: 

 

1. What overall strategy4 is the most useful for Unilever in achieving their goal of 

increasing market share on Lifebuoy soap in Bangladesh? 

2. Which BOP strategies can help Unilever achieve their goal to increase the market 

share on Lifebuoy Soap in Bangladesh? Which are the most significant success factors 

due to BOP Strategies?  

3. Can Unilever achieve competitive advantages by the use of CSR? How do these 

advantages fit Porter & Kramer’s findings in the articles “Strategy & Society” and 

“The Competitive advantage or Corporate philanthropy”? 

4.  How is the concluded strategy consistent with C. K Prahalad’s thesis in “The fortune 

of the Bottom of the Pyramid”? And how does the strategy match the criticism of 

“The fortune of the Bottom of the Pyramid: A Mirage” from A. Karnani? 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to establish the future strategy for Unilever which can be used in 

Bangladesh to improve and develop the market share on Lifebuoy soap. 

Furthermore it is essential to conclude how Unilever can use BoP and CSR strategies without 

creating any negative publicity regarding their ways of acting by Government, Press and 

NGO’s. 

 

                                                
3 Definition of CSR in this Thesis:  Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), also known as corporate 
responsibility, corporate citizenship, responsible business and corporate social performance is a form of 
corporate self-regulation integrated into a business model. Ideally, CSR policy would function as a built-in, self-
regulating mechanism whereby business would monitor and ensure their adherence to law, ethical standards, and 
international norms. Business would embrace responsibility for the impact of their activities on the environment, 
consumers, employees, communities, stakeholders and all other members of the public sphere. Furthe 
rmore, business would proactively promote the public interest by encouraging community growth and 
development, and voluntarily eliminating practices that harm the public sphere, regardless of legality. 
Essentially, CSR is the deliberate inclusion of public interest into corporate decision-making, and the honoring 
of a triple bottom line: People, Planet, Profit - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate_social_responsibility 
4 Definition of overall strategy: In this context an overall strategy is; Multinational-, International-, Global- or 
Transnational strategy. 
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4 Delimitation  

This thesis is targeted on the selling of Lifebuoy soap in Bangladesh and with the purpose of 

finding the right future strategy for the next 5 years to retain the increasing market share. This 

means that no implementation plans are included in the thesis.  

The thesis will find and conclude the present Lifebuoy strategy and from recognised theories, 

strategies and models find the future strategy in a final conclusion which can be used by the 

Board of directors in Unilever. To recognise the present Unilever situation and strategy, cases 

and learning’s from India, Indonesia and Ghana can be used but only as a tool for the 

conclusion of a future strategy on Lifebuoy Soap in Bangladesh if necessary. 

Competitors will be mentioned and recognised but they will not be analysed individually due 

to the fact that the strategy will be made by looking at Lifebuoy soap and not by finding 

weaknesses, new launches etc. from the competitors. 

The chapter regarding theories, strategies and models are only including those who are chosen 

for the thesis, which all have been taken from recognised sources to keep a high level of 

validity and because they are the best fit in this thesis. All other have been taken into 

consideration prior to the writings but there will only be included theories, strategies and 

models into this chapter.  

In the chapter regarding the soap market and Lifebuoy soap in Bangladesh, the only category 

that will be analysed is health soap – other categories will not be analysed. 

The surroundings (institutions) will be involved during the analyses if needed, but there will 

not be a specific analyse of all institutions. 

In the thesis there will not be mentioned a specific number of turnover for the next years that 

should be a success factor – instead the strategy analysis output will be how to retain or grow 

in the market - meaning that the author in the final conclusion comes with a strategy for 

Lifebuoy soap, that will fulfil the scope of the thesis, and keep the growth in the market for 

health soap which from 2002 to 2006 has been approximately 2,25% a year. The strategy is 

shaped to target this percentage (as a minimum) and under consideration of all other factors 

kept constant.  

Time of period will in this thesis be 5 -10 years which means a long run strategy. 

 

The following has been taken into consideration but not included in the thesis and will 

therefore not have any influence on the output: 
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• The cultural approaches within the market – Unilever has been present in Bangladesh 

and therefore the author assumes that the company knows how to act – furthermore 

the final strategy are not included the implementation part. 

• Financial crisis – Due to a long run strategy and the fact that the products are cheap 

and base buying – not luxury products. 

• No changes in rating at EIU5 

• Type of politics ruling the country 

• Civil riots and civil war 

• Nature catastrophes  

 

5 Definition of Bottom of the pyramid 

In economics, the bottom of the pyramid is the largest, but poorest socio-economic group. In 

global terms; this is the four billion people who live on less than $2 per day, typically in 

developing countries. The phrase “bottom of the pyramid” is used in particular by people 

developing new models of doing business that deliberately target that demographic, often 

using new technology. This field is also often referred to as the "Base of the Pyramid" or just 

the "BoP".6 

 

Figure 1 The World Economic Pyramid.7 

 

                                                
5 http://www.eiu.com/site_info.asp?info_name=sovereign_ratings 
6 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bottom_of_Pyramid 
7 http://earthtrends.wri.org/updates/node/50 
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According to C.K Prahalad four billion people are living at the bottom of the pyramid with 

less than 2 $ a day.8 This number is approximately 60 % of the world population (in 2008) 

and is without any doubt a large and interesting amount of potential customers.  

To access these people there are several issues that need to be looked into and solved – these 

issues will be analysed later in the thesis. 

Some MNC’s9 has during the last 10-15 years seen this potential, but many others saw the 

potential after the release of the book “The fortune of the Bottom of the Pyramid” by C. K. 

Prahalad published in 2004. 

Unilever has been working in the BoP countries since the beginning of the 1930’s, but the 

importance of these markets has now been stated in their overall strategy which will be 

revealed later in the thesis. 

 

To understand the background a status of Unilever’s current situation will be made, but before 

this a brief historical introduction of the firm will be made in a following chapter. 

 

6 Information and Sources 

The thesis is build up by using recognised sources regarding articles, quotations and actual 

facts. All interview quotations etc. are given by people who are close to the present strategy 

process and the developing work in BoP countries. Furthermore people who are responsible 

for CSR work in Unilever will be involved in the degree of necessity. 

In order to give a neutral recommendation in the final conclusion, all references and 

quotations used in this thesis will be judged to assure their neutrality. During the thesis the 

validity of all the data will be discussed and specific source criticism will be made. 

 

7 Material & Methods 

The analyses made in this thesis are both made from qualitative and quantitative data from the 

Unilever website – www.unilever.com and Unilever's intranet and other trustable websites. In 

order to secure the must significant data regarding the thesis - key persons in Unilever will be 

                                                
8 C.K. Prahalad p. 4 ”The fortune of the bottom of the pyramid.” 
9 Multinational Company 
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quoted. This means e.g. the Unilever CEO (Patrick Cescau) and executive persons in 

marketing and sales. The author’s goal for the thesis is primary to use qualitative data. 

The thesis will be based on books and Internet pages, scientific specific articles and journals 

are also sources of background information to maintain a certain quality level.   

Furthermore NGO’s and professor’s from recognised university’s, such as C.K Prahalad and 

Aneel Karnani etc., will be quoted to get the most professional recommendation in the end, 

and in that way to make sure that this thesis will give the right image of the strategy. 

Although Prahalad is considered a valid source it must be kept in mind that Prahalad is a 

board member at Hindustan Lever Ltd. and WRI which both are referred to in this thesis.10 

 

The thesis is written with an analysing angle, with several practice examples because the  

Concluding output should give the reader an explicit solution to the future strategy. 

 

8 Unilever history and shape 

Unilever was founded in 1930 by the merger of the British company Lever Brothers (founded 

in the 1890’s by William Hesketh Lever) and the Dutch Margarine Unie. (English: Margarine 

Union Limited).11 

Today Unilever are one of the largest Brand owners in the world with 400 brands and more 

than 174.000 employees represented in over 150 countries around the world. 12 

Unilever is build up with 2 Unilever operates as a single business entity. NV (Rotterdam, 

Holland) and PLC (London, England) are the two parent companies of the Unilever Group; 

they have separate legal identities and separate stock exchange listings for their shares. To 

ensure unity of governance and management, they have the same Directors and are linked by 

agreements – at the moment Patrick Cescau is the CEO in the Unilever Group.  

The Equalisation Agreement regulates the mutual rights of the two sets of shareholders, 

including dividends. There is a one-for-one equivalence between the shares. For graphic 

output see the figure below. 

 

 

                                                
10 http://www.bus.umich.edu/Positive/POS-Research/PositiveSessions/Pos%20Links%20Prahalad%20bio.pdf 
11 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unilever 
12 http://www.unilever.com/aboutus/ourhistory/ - look at fact sheet at the bottom of the page in PDF 
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Figure 2 Legal Structure of Unilever13 

 
 

Through the past years Unilever has invested a lot of money in emerging and developing 

countries. In fact Unilever was the first MNC which cooperated with NGO’s in a 

comprehensive research to get an understanding of the impacts of business on the lives of 

poor people.14 

 

After this short historical presentation of Unilever and its origin the next chapter will go 

deeper into the current situation. And it will show the expectations of the future seen from 

Unilever’s view. 

 

9 Current Unilever situation 

The current situation is made to state the present situation and expectations from the company 

to the future. This analysis includes the overall Unilever strategy and the company mission. 

Furthermore a brief examination of Unilever’s priorities, financials and why the great interest 

of BoP countries and lead hereby the future challenges for the company. A presentation of 

Unilever in Asia will be given to state the importance of this area and to give an indication of 

the size and the development potential and afterwards also a presentation of Bangladesh. 

After this presentation a short introduction to the overall consumer spending will be made to 

show in which part of the world is expected to grow in the next years according to the World 

                                                
13 http://www.unilever.com/aboutus/ourhistory/ - Fact sheet on PDF at the bottom of the page 
14 http://www.unilever.com/sustainability/casestudies/economic-development/exploring-links-between-wealth-
creation-poverty-reduction.aspx 
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Bank. In the end of this analysis the author will summarize the main findings for later use in 

the major conclusion of the thesis. 

 

9.1 The Unilever Strategy 

We aim to build a winning portfolio by extending our leadership positions and our presence 

in high growth spaces. We are improving our core capabilities - Bringing all this together as 

‘One Unilever’ will ensure that we capitalise on both our local roots and global scale.15 

The strengths of Unilever are defined as strong relationship with the consumers mainly with 

strong roots in local cultures and markets. The international knowledge and expertise in 

FMCG brought to the service of local consumers which indicates that Unilever are following 

a multinational strategy in all layers of the pyramid – an analysis later in the thesis will 

concluded this indication.  

 

9.2 Mission 

Unilever’s mission is to bring Vitality to life. We meet everyday needs for nutrition; hygiene 

and personal care with brands that help people feel good, look good and get more out of 

life.16 

 

9.3 Priority Areas 

The beginning of the work in BoP countries started already in the last century, but it came up 

to speed in the new millennium with several starting projects in different parts of the world.  

At Unilever the priorities for the future are very clear – after researching with Oxfam17 (an 

NGO) in 2004-2005 the Board at Unilever has concluded the significance of BoP countries. 

“By 2010, consumer spending in D & E markets will overtake developed countries in 

purchasing power parity.”18 

                                                
15 http://www.unilever.com/aboutus/ourhistory/ - Fact sheet on PDF at the bottom of the page 
16 http://unilever.com/aboutus/ourmission/default.aspx 
17 A Charity Organisation 
18 Quote: Patrick Cescau – CEO at Unilever Group. 
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In the figure below Unilever has defined their priorities for the future to show shareholders, 

employees and the surroundings that the growth of the company are to be found at the Bottom 

of the pyramid. 

 

Figure 3 Priority Areas.19  

 
 

If you look into the priorities you will learn that the three first priorities: Personal Care, D&E 

Markets and Vitality are an on-going process in Unilever.  

An example of this started in 2002, where Unilever has been the main driver of a project in 

India called “Swasthya Chita” – which by 2004 had reached 70 million people, including 20 

million children in 18,000 villages. The program is a health education for people living in the 

rural areas of India. The purpose is teaching people to use Lifebuoy soap to decline the 

increasing problems with diarrhoea in India. This resulted in the adoption of the program to 

Bangladesh and in the next years this will also spread to 4-5 countries in the Sub-Saharan 

Africa countries in 2009.20 

The last two priorities: Brilliant consumer marketing and Win With customers will be 

analyzed later in the thesis– but again these priorities can also be found in the mission, which 

was mentioned earlier. 

 

9.4 Financials – Unilever Group 

The Unilever goal for 2007 was to deliver a higher underlying sales growth and an 

improvement of the operating margin. The 5,5 % increase in underlying sales growth has been 

driven by better innovation in more countries, and a better execution of sales in local markets. 

 

                                                
19 http://www.unilever.com/aboutus/ourhistory/ - Fact sheet on PDF at the bottom of the page 
20 Facts: From a Speech held by Patrick Cescau CEO at the Unilever Group in Cleveland at “The business as an 
agent of world benefit forum.” 
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Figure 4 Key indicators 

 
 

The operating margin has been held at the same level due to a successful increase in prices to 

the markets and cost reductions internally – despite of the increasing cost of goods that started 

in 2007. 

Finally the turnover has increased from 39,642 million � to 40,187 million � - which is a 

result of growth in Asia, Central and Eastern Europe and Latin America.21 

 

9.5 Why the Interest in BOP countries and Bangladesh 

The present Unilever strategy reveal the interest of Bop countries – “We aim to build a 

winning portfolio by extending our leadership positions and our presence in high growth 

spaces”. 

Which means, that to be one of the largest brand owners in the world, and to secure an 

increasing market share and a larger profit, Unilever has to look into markets in which the 

market potential are highest. 

To indicate the importance of these markets Unilever has developed a model regarding BoP 

countries and emerging markets.  

“Unilever’s D&E business model is characterised by a differentiated portfolio of strong 

global and regional brands addressing the needs of different income groups”.22  

These quotations are taken from the annual report of 2007, to show the surrounding people of 

the company – most of all shareholders, that Unilever has understood the importance of the 

D&E countries to secure growth in the future. 

                                                
21 Unilever annual report and accounts 2007 p. 6. 
22 Unilever annual report and accounts 2007 p. 7. 
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9.6 Unilever - Global, Asia and Bangladesh 

To get an impression of the part of the world that this thesis is about this chapter will provide 

an overall knowledge of Asia and Bangladesh to acknowledge the growth potential. Key 

figures from Unilever in Asia will be given and furthermore an overview of consumer 

spending in specific divided parts of the world to support what we have learned so far about 

the strategy and mission of Unilever. After this the thesis will look into Unilever in 

Bangladesh which is a key market for Unilever23.  

 

Figure 5 The chapter build up24: 

 

9.6.1 Unilever Global 

As mentioned earlier the total turnover of Unilever Group is 40 billion �, of those Asia and 

Africa gained 29 % or approximately 12 billion � see the figure below.  

 

Figure 6 Global presence and turnover 

 
 

Unilever expects 1 billion new costumers in the next ten years in D&E countries.25 

In 2007 the D&E countries gained 44% of the total Unilever turnover worldwide – this 

number has increased by 8 % since 2004 – to measure this Europe loses 6 % from 38 % to 32 

% in the same period.26  

                                                
23 Presentation: The Path to a sustainable social mission – 10th of June 2008   
24 Authors shaping 
25 Power Point from Harish Manwani – Mumbai 14th of November 2007. 
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The overall development in consumer spending in the different parts of the World is 

important, if the Unilever prediction about 1 billion new consumers in the next ten years in 

D&E countries shall be full filled. 

In the figure below The World Bank has made an extrapolation of the consumer spending in 

2010 versus 2007, which indicates this development. 

 

Figure 7 Consumer Spending. 27 

 
 

It is noticeable that the development in Europe incl. Russia are mainly driven by the 

development and possibilities in the Russian market and by referring to the previous turnover 

development from Unilever neither the World Bank or Unilever predicts an increase in the 

European consumer spending, but only in Russia. 

Have in mind that the figures do not show the increased amount of consumers, which could 

be a reason why Europe will not increase the spending in 2010 – if the assumption of Russia 

is correct.   

Furthermore the increasing consumer spending also includes changes in RSP. 

It is clearly that Africa (note that it is from a low basis) and Asia in particularly is the areas 

with the largest growth potential. The figures in the table show that Asia counts for 

approximately 50% of the increase in consumer spending from 2007 to 2010. It is possibly the 

growth in China that are the largest factor to this increased consumer spending, but clearly 

some of the other countries in the Asian Region especially D&E countries can contribute to 

this growth which further analysis in this thesis will show.   

 

                                                                                                                                                   
26 Figure from 2005 found in the Power Point from Harish Manwani – Mumbai 14th of November 2007. 
27 World Bank, OEF 
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9.6.2 Unilever in Asia 

Unilever has 3 main strategic areas in Asia – Personal Care, D&E and Vitality. This chapter 

will mainly be concerning D&E.28 

 

Hindustan Lever29 founded in 1933 in India was the first Unilever Company in Asia. Today 

Hindustan Lever is the largest consumer product company in India with 41,000 employees (or 

approximately 25 % of all employees in Unilever Group) still producing the first brand from 

the founding Lever Brothers – Lifebuoy soap along with many other brands.30 

Unilever has parted the Asian region in 5 management groups to secure focus in the potential 

markets. The figure below shows the turnover in 2006, and if you assume that the population 

of India and China are equal, the potential in China should be an increase of turnover with 

200 % to reach the same turnover percentage as in India. 

 

Figure 8 Turnover in Asian Region 

 
 

Under the 5 management groups Unilever Asia31 consists of 16 companies which are in key 

countries such as India, China and Bangladesh etc. Unilever brands are sold in 20 different 

countries in the Asian region. In 2007 Unilever had approximately 5,600 distributors and 9,5 

million retail outlets all over Asia. 32 

                                                
28 Power Point from Harish Manwani – Mumbai 14th of November 2007. 
29 Unilever Company in India 
30 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindustan_Unilever_Limited 
31 Unilever Asia are overall responsible for the Business in Asia. 
32 Power Point from Harish Manwani – Mumbai 14th of November 2007. 



    

                                                             

 

- 20 - 

According to Harish Manwani, CEO at Hindustan Lever this result has been achieved 

because: ”Unilever has worked the pyramid in Asia – meaning from top to bottom with 

differentiated brand portfolios” 33- which equals with their D&E strategy. 

 

As mentioned earlier Bangladesh is one of the key markets for Unilever with a still unused 

potential. In the following a presentation of Unilever Bangladesh34 will be made to understand 

the basics of the company. 

 

9.6.3 Unilever in Bangladesh 

Unilever Bangladesh35 was founded for more than 40 years ago and today over 90% of all 

households purchase and use one or more Unilever products in the categories foods, home – 

and personal care. 

Until recently the only personal care product for the mass market was soap. However, in the 

last five years, sales of deodorant, shaving foam, shampoo and hair dye, have expanded. 

Furthermore Unilever is the largest private sector advertiser in the Bangladeshi media. 

Unilever has different production facilities in Bangladesh among these a soap factory, a 

personal products factory and a tea packaging facility - around 99 percent of all Unilever 

products are now manufactured in Bangladesh.. All factories are owned by third parties 

exclusively dedicated to Unilever.  

The number of employees working for Unilever Bangladesh in supply, distribution and 

service counts more than 10,000 people. 99,5 % of all employees are locals with equal 

number working abroad in other Unilever companies as expatriates.  

The company are owned jointly by Unilever (with a 60,75 % share) and the Government of 

Bangladesh (with a 39,25 % share). 

The Revenues have grown from Tk 4 billion (US$59.5 million dollars) in 1999 to around Tk 

10 billion, with a 15 percent annual growth rate since 2004.36 

 

                                                
33 Power Point from Harish Manwani – Mumbai 14th of November 2007. 
34 In some quotations Unilever Bangladesh can be named UBL 
35 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourcompany/UnileverBangladesh/At_a_glance.asp 
36 http://goliath.ecnext.com/coms2/summary_0199-5526598_ITM 
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9.7 Part Conclusion – Current situation  

Even though Unilever is parted in 2 legal companies the overall strategy is to become one 

Unilever. Unilever has 3 strategy priority areas for the entire cooperation – despite of the 

different markets; D&E Countries, Personal Care and Vitality (which also is a part of the 

mission – to bring Vitality to life). 

Every year Unilever spends a significant amount of money in humanitarian - and CSR 

projects all over the world, like Swasthya Chita in India. Furthermore Unilever was the first 

MNC who worked side by side with an NGO. The corporation with Unilever and Oxfam was 

to show that a country would gain from the presence of MNC’s. 

Financially Unilever has succeeded to increase the turnover and maintain a stabile underlying 

gross margin, which indicates the capability to grow without loosing margin – money on the 

bottom line. 

Harish Manwani37 argues that by the capabilities to launch differentiated products and SKU 

sizes, Unilever has been able to work the pyramid – this will further analysis in the thesis 

show. 

Internal figures from Unilever and the World Bank has shown an optimism in the growth 

potential in Asia, Bangladesh and China and possibly overall in D&E countries. 

Asian growth will be approximately 50 % of the world’s growth in consumer spending for the 

next years and even though Russia is a high growth area the potential in the overall European 

Region is not as big as in Asia or even Africa in percentage. 

Bangladesh is chosen as a key market to Unilever and therefore it is of high importance to 

maintain the positive development in the country and secure the grown revenues. 

 

10 Bangladesh – At a glance38 

Bangladesh is considered a developing economy according to the International Monetary 

Fund's World Economic Outlook Report, April 2008.39 

The Country became independent in March 26th 1971 when it broke away from Pakistan.  

 

                                                
37 http://people.forbes.com/profile/harish-manwani/82253 (President, Asia/Africa Unilever N.V.) 
38 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bangladesh 
39 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Developing_country 
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Bangladesh is 3 times the size of Denmark with approximately 147 million citizens which are 

parted in 3 population segments; Urban (with 9,26 % of the population), Suburban (with 

12,62 % of the population)  and rural areas (with 78,12 % of the population). – see the figure 

below. 

 

Figure 9 The Population of Bangladesh - Parted in areas 
City Urban Suburban Rural 
Dhaka 6.969.458 11.918.442 -
Chittagong 3.920.222 3.920.222 -
Khulna 1.400.689 1.400.689 -
Rajshahi 727.083 727.083 -
Sylhet 339.368 339.368 -
Barisal 291.769 291.769 -
Total 13.648.589 18.597.573 115.119.190
Share of Total Population 9,26% 12,62% 78,12%  
 

The citizens in the Urban and Suburban are considered upper- and middle class while people 

in the rural areas are poor. The definition of poverty according to the World Bank is people 

who live for less than one dollar a day.40 In Bangladesh the number of people who are 

considered poor exceeds 115 million in 2006.  

 

Bangladesh is struggling with bad hygiene and general health problems – this is primary 

because of the population density, the lack of means, bad infrastructure (sewer etc.) and the 

flooding in the 3 rivers Brahmaputra, Ganges and Meghna every year. This flooding means 

that a large amount of people must leave their homes every year, which in some areas and 

periods makes the density even higher. 

Since 1971 the country has been politically unstable and it is run inefficient41. Even though 

for many years Bangladesh has succeeded in a growth for about 5 % each year which among 

other things is the result of the increasing number of MNC’s which for the last decades has 

shown more interest in Bangladesh as a growth market. 

 

                                                
40 http://da.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fattigdomsgr%C3%A6nse 
41 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bangladesh#Government_and_politics 



    

                                                             

 

- 23 - 

11 The Soap Market and the current Unilever strategy42  

This chapter will show the soap market in Bangladesh and the present situation and 

development primary for Lifebuoy. 

After this the current Unilever strategy will be found – a strategy that also are used in the 

selling of Lifebuoy soap. 

 

11.1  The Soap Market 

Lifebuoy is the largest health soap brand in Bangladesh with approximately 50 % of the 

market43. Its vision is to meet the health and hygiene needs of 150 million Bangladeshis. The 

brand has been in Unilever for many decades and the name has become a synonym for health 

and hygiene. It is one of the most affordable soaps in the market and offers a compelling 

health benefit for the entire family. 

The re-launch of the soap in 2002, 2004 and again in 2006 has been turning points in its 

history. The new mix includes a new formulation, making it more relevant to both new and 

existing consumers.44 From 2002 to 2006 Lifebuoy has increased their market share by 8,9 % 

during this time period.45 All this made possible by the use of the Unilever developing tool 

Brand Imprint and an innovative approach towards the consumers – which some will call 

marketing the poor.46 The figure below are showing this current development in the entire 

Asian area in million �. 

 

 

                                                
42 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourbrands/personalcare/Lifebuoysoap.asp 
43 The market are segmenteted in urban, middle and poor. Lifebuoy soap market share are measured in beauty 
soap and health soap. In beauty soap - Lux soap are the brand with the largest market share. Later on in this 
chapter a segmentation of health soap are given. There will be no figures on beauty soap. 
44 www.unilever.com/Lifebuoy 
45 http://www.unilever.com/Images/ir_1.4-HPC-Delivering-sustained-profitable-growth-R-Kugler-web_tcm181-
86709.pdf - p 8. 
46 Brand Imprint is a diagnostic tool which helps the brands to take a 360° look at the impacts on society and the 
environment and gain deep insights into the external forces shaping the overall agenda.  
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Figure 10 Lifebuoy Developments in the Asian Area 

 

‘Soap market in Bangladesh has been very competitive where marketing at all levels is of 

immense importance,’ said a senior official of a market research company. 

Unilever, which commands more than 50 per cent share of local soap market, has seen 

further advancement in recent years on the back of aggressive and skilled marketing efforts, 

he cited. 

‘Growth in soap market is encouraging but stiff competition has squeezed the profit margin. 

Efficient marketing is the key to success,’ said ASM Kamal Uddin, a leader of the Bangladesh 

Cosmetics and Toiletries Manufacturers Association. 

Upgraded life style in villages, with soap being the first preferred body care input affordable 

to all, has led to the tremendous growth of soap market, he said47. 

 

The soap market is parted in two categories Health Soap and Beauty soap. Lux is the largest 

brand in market share for upper and middle class in the Beauty Soap Category. Lifebuoy are 

the market leader in health soap made especially for rural area and the poorest population.  

The biggest competitors in the category health soap are - Protex, Dettol and Safeguard though 

they all have market shares below 10 % each. Along with Lifebuoy soap discount soap has 

increased its market share and is by the moment nr. 2 in market share within health soap in 

Bangladesh. The brand segmentation can be found in the figure below – the segments are 

developed due to the RSP and not market size. 

 

                                                
47 http://www.bangladesh-web.com/view.php?hidRecord=66389 
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Figure 11 Brand segmentation in Bangladesh 

 
 

USP’s for both health brands and discount soap: 

• Discount: Cheap, fragrant, ‘Good Soap’, attractive alternative for consumers in a low 

involvement, low loyalty category, Fast growing in all D & E markets, drive pricing 

flexibility, cap product investments. 

• Health brands: Similar palette of active systems, proven in labs using similar 

protocols, making similar claims, usually premium priced and with greater headroom 

to deliver sensory, drive advertising.  

 

All these brands are engaging in Hand Wash & Hygiene education in Bangladesh. 

Dettol and Safeguard integrate water and water sanitation tightly into their water agenda and 

all are active in decreasing the pollution of TNC and chlorine in Bangladesh which causes 

different kinds of illness. 

Unilever finds that Lifebuoy are differentiated in need, state and brand positioning and due to 

the different areas in helping the poorest in Bangladesh. In the next chapter a few examples of 

these initiatives will be mentioned. 

 

The figure below shows how the consumers see the role of the brands in ways of helping in 

humane activities. Discount soap is not mentioned because the producers of these do not 

participate in health initiatives etc. their main focus is the price for the consumers.  



    

                                                             

 

- 26 - 

Lifebuoy is placed in two areas, participation and acceptance, and through out the population 

of Bangladesh Lifebuoy are the product with the best image – because of the active role the 

brand (read Unilever) has been in helping the poorest within the population. 

 

Figure 12 The Brands Role in the Market 

 
 

In developing countries like Bangladesh, Unilever aims to satisfy the needs of some of the 

world's lowest income consumers. A key issue of long-term importance for the company is to 

raise standards of hygiene for its consumers; it is able to do this in many countries through 

sales of Lifebuoy soap.  

The ready availability of soap — one of the most fundamental products associated with 

hygiene — is acknowledged to have an immediate impact on improving the health of poor 

people. Clean hands stop the spread of germs, while clean skin helps prevent skin diseases48. 

After positioning Lifebuoy in the Bangladeshi market, the strategy for Unilever and Lifebuoy 

will be revealed. The next chapter will look at the strategy with an overall view to find the 

different key areas which will help later on in finding the best future strategy for Unilever.  

                                                
48 www.unilever.com/products/Lifebuoy 
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11.2  The Unilever overall strategy in Bangladesh 

In every country in which Unilever are present the way of thinking are ‘Act global think 

local’49. 

Due to Figure 16 which shows the strategic orientation Unilever Bangladesh are following a 

Multinational strategy, because of the fact that Unilever are building flexibility to respond to 

national differences through strong, resourceful and entrepreneurial national operations – or 

as Patrick Cescau calls their strategy:” A multi-local multinational.50” Assets and capabilities 

are decentralized and nationally self-sufficient – meaning that Unilever Bangladesh is an 

independent unit within Unilever.  

This overall strategy is in Bangladesh mixed with an local-for-local approach with subsidiary-

based knowledge development, used primarily in local market – here Bangladesh. 

 

11.3  Unilever Bangladesh social key Initiatives 

Unilever Bangladesh focuses on its voluntary social initiatives in three key areas: Health, 

Education and Women's Empowerment - all aimed at improving the living standards of 

Bangladeshi people.  

Education51 - Unilever Bangladesh emphasizes on better opportunities of education at all 

levels and for everyone. Here we talk about some of the social initiatives taken by UBL in the 

area of education 

1. Promoting equal opportunities - Supplementary education from FALF52 helps rural 

school girls to become competitive 

2. Education for all - UBL sponsored a free primary school for underprivileged children 

because education should be for everybody. 

3. Higher education scholarships - Supporting talented women for higher education 

                                                
49 Authors’ learning. 
50 Speech by Patrick Cescau – CEO at Unilever  - INSEAD 25th of May 2007 
51 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourvalues/environmentandsociety/Education/default.asp 
52 Fair and Lovely Foundation 
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Women’s empowerment53 - UBL brings opportunities to women for education, career and 

economic advancement 

1. Fair & Lovely Foundation – The Unilever Bangladesh's social initiative to encourage 

women's economic empowerment through information and resources in the areas of 

Career, Education and Enterprise, has created waves across the country. 

2. Project Joyeeta54 – is helping rural women stand on their own two feet and enabling 

them to be financially empowered. 

3. Higher Education Scholarships – supporting talented women for higher education 

4. Urban Vocational Training – FALF reaches out to women with marketable skills 

5. Fair & Lonely Uttorone Nari55 – sponsor meritorious girls from secondary school level 

to computer education.  

Health, hygiene & personal care56 – by creating products and lifestyles that make a positive 

contribution to health for people.  

Unilever launched in 2002 ‘The Lifebuoy Friendship hospital’ in form of a 38 meter boat 

together with the NGO – Friendship57. The purpose of the boat is to provide free health 

services and health education. The boat piles up and down the rivers in Bangladesh to reach as 

many people as possible who needs health care and health education. The hospital has in 2008 

served more than 200.000 people, including 17.500 children. 

 

11.4  The CSR ‘Market Place’ - The Rural Strategy 

Due to the success in India with the Shakti program a similar program in Bangladesh has been 

made – called Pollydut scheme. Pollydut is a corps of freelance salespeople who is provided 

with microfinance and bicycles which are mobile shops used for targeting costumers in the 

rural areas of Bangladesh. The corps counts 1200 people in 2008 which contribute more than 

5% of the business’ national sales. The rural distribution has increased significantly and 

coverage has increased by 148.000 outlets.  Furthermore these shops has increased the market 

share for Unilever with 15 % since 2004. 
                                                
53 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourvalues/environmentandsociety/Womenempowerment/default.asp 
54 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourvalues/environmentandsociety/ProjectJoyeeta.asp 
55 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourvalues/environmentandsociety/uttoronenari.asp 
56 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourvalues/nutritionhygienepersonalcare/default.asp 
57 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourvalues/nutritionhygienepersonalcare/hygiene/LB_floating_hospital.asp 
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“We are pursuing a strong rural strategy; aggressively investing to expand coverage, coupled 

with innovative village promotions. We are achieving increased penetration and consumption 

across our categories. Being the pioneer, UBL will reap the benefits of rural economic 

growth in Bangladesh.58” 

 

11.5  Lifebuoy Soap Market strategy 

In chapter 9 we looked into brands and established the different segments within health soap 

for both Liftboy and the competitors. In addition to the findings in this chapter and the 

previous chapter the Lifebuoy market can be simplified in a figure which is an adapted from 

Porters 5 forces – but arranged to fit the Unilever vision of Lifebuoy in the market in 

Bangladesh – see the figure below. 

Figure 13 Lifebuoy in the Market in Bangladesh59 

 
 

To complete the four major areas in the figure a brief presentation of regulators and 

Trade/Channels will appear in the text that follows.  

 

Within regulators Unilever are working closely with the Government and the food and drug 

administration even though many are criticising the Bangladeshi government for their lack of 

                                                
58 Quotation from UBL Chairman Rakseh Moran: The news centre (Unilever) 04-06-2008. 
59 Lifebuoy Market forces – Rajev Shukala – Conference in London 4th & 5th of april 2007 
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regulation in competition60. The corporations are spread widely from pollution to legislation 

within the Bangladeshi laws – the most important are listed in the bullets below. 

 

Lifebuoy soap – how to act/react with regulators:61 

• Corporation with Food & drug administration in Bangladesh to prevent the pollution 

from TCN and chlorine – and then consistently in the market. 

• Legislation policies in corporation with the Bangladesh government. 

• Relationship management with regulators on an ongoing basis. 

• Standard currency of own-able protocols for proof of efficacy for competitive 

advantage. 

• Products vs. tariffs. 

• Proactive PR approach vs. reactive PR approach to manage ‘PR shocks’. 

 

Unilever parts the market in Bangladesh in 2 market definitions – CSR markets and trade 

channels (‘normal trade’). 

The figure below shows the approach within the emerging markets in different channels. 

Unilever uses the model to secure focus on the right approach for Lifebuoy soap in the 

‘normal’ markets in urban trade regarding the upper and middle class in the country who 

purchase Lifebuoy. 

In Bangladesh Unilever uses the three approaches: Emerging/Local Modern Trade, Large 

Local/MNC Retailer and Global Retailers. 

This creates flexibility for Unilever due to the local-for-local innovation strategy and the 

overall Multinational strategy that is consistent with Unilever’s ‘One U’ vision62. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
60 Competition, Regulators and the role of the state: The case of Bangladesh. 
61 Market Forces – Rajev Shukla, London 4th /5th Apr 07 
62 http://www.unilever.com/Images/ir_Unilever-in-Western-Europe_tcm181-141113.pdf 
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Figure 14 Trade Channels in D & E Markets 

 
 

All these information’s will be summed op in the part conclusion below, which will be used 

later on in the thesis. 

An analysis will conclude if this strategy will be sufficient for the future and secure growth 

with Lifebuoy in the future. 

 

11.6  Part conclusion Soap Market & Lifebuoy strategy in 

Bangladesh 

Lifebuoy is a popular brand in Bangladesh – it is widely accepted in the population and seen 

as the most ‘helping’ soap brand in the country due to the many problems within hygiene and 

health care. 

The overall strategy vision of Unilever ‘One U’ is present in Bangladesh in an overall 

multinational strategy because of the fact that Unilever are building flexibility to respond to 

national differences through strong, resourceful and entrepreneurial national operations. 

Assets and capabilities are decentralized and nationally self-sufficient – meaning that 

Unilever Bangladesh is an independent unit within Unilever. 

With a local-for-local, “The three CSR” approaches and a specific ‘CSR market’ strategy, 

Unilever responds to the differentiated necessary means to secure the wide approach in the 

different classes’ in Bangladesh – This strategy makes Lifebuoy available for all consumers 
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and provides people the possibility to purchase the product in  numerous outlets all over 

Bangladesh. 

The market share on Discount soap has been increasing the last years and must be considered 

the largest competitor in the future. The other health soap brands are stabile with markets 

shares below 10 %. Lifebouy soap has in the period from 2002 to 2006 increased the market 

share by 8,9%. This is a result of several successful re-launches, which has been made 

possible because Unilever has been close to the consumers and with the approach from the 

Brand Imprint tool and an efficient innovative marketing targeted at the poor. 

 

12 Theory, Strategies and Models  

In this chapter theories and models will be listed and explained, to highlight which theories, 

models and strategies that are the most useful for this thesis. 

The models, theories and strategies are parted in three subcategories below. 

 

In figure 15 an overview of the use of the theory in the thesis are made. Models and strategies 

will be examined later on.  

 

Figure 15 Theory overview - Authors’ shaping 
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The following will reveal the chosen theories, strategies and models. These will all be 

analysed and concluded in use for the future strategy.  

 

12.1  Theories 

For primary theory the author has chosen C.K Prahalad’s book “The fortune at the bottom of 

the pyramid.” This book and its theories will be used as a central background in this thesis 

and used in comparison with the 2 articles mentioned later in this chapter and the present 

Unilever strategy.  

The book recommends a broad differentiated product portfolio (different sizes within the 

same product) fitted to the country/layer in the pyramid. Learning’s from a specific country 

should be spread to similar countries and fitted to achieve development and producing 

synergies. 

In order to maintain a neutral perspective of the theories in the book, the criticism of C. K. 

Prahalad’s book made by A. Karnani in “The fortune of the bottom of the pyramid: A 

Mirage” will be included.  

In the criticism Karnani called Prahalad’s conclusions for “illusions” and argued that the 

findings of Prahalad were only winnings for the MNC’s.  

To examine the possibilities within CSR - 2 articles are chosen which will be used as an add-

in to the overall ‘classic’ strategic orientation to make the best fitted strategy and conclusion.  

The articles are “Strategy & Society: The Link Between Competitive advantage and 

Corporate Social Responsibility” written by Michael E. Porter and Mark R. Kramer in  

 “The Competitive Advantage of Corporate Philanthropy” also written by Michael E. Porter 

and Mark R. Kramer – published in Harvard Business Review in December 2002. The 

purpose of these articles is to establish if Unilever can achieve competitive advantages by 

using CSR in their strategy and furthermore to find a degree of CSR that are significant for 

Unilever. 

 

The first article is written by Michael Porter & Mark Kramer for Harvard Business Review 

where the two authors’ presents a framework that links company strategy, competitive 

advantages and CSR. The following chapter will shortly sum up the main findings and the 

framework. 
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12.1.1 Strategy & Society: The Link between Competitive Advantage 

and Corporate Social Responsibility. 

Porter and Kramer are focusing on efforts for improving the social and environmental 

consequences of their activities, which have not been so productive for two reasons according 

to Porter & Kramer: 

 

1. MNC’s pit business against society, even though they are independent.  

2. MNC is pressed to think at CSR in generic ways instead of making appropriate CSR 

policy that fits the MNC’s overall strategy. 

 

They claim that there are 4 schools (Moral obligations, Sustainability, license to operate and 

reputation) of thought, but they are all having the same weakness: They focus on the tension 

between society and MNC rather than their independence. 

Company and society needs each other to get the best effort of the money that companies uses 

in CSR. 

The CSR output should walk hand in hand with the company strategy and the local 

surroundings should gain from these improvements, such as education, less pollution, health 

care, employment etc.  

Governments and NGO’s should not fight the MNC’s because they could ruin the chance for 

local “victory” in the means of creating some of the benefits which where listed above – as 

Porter and Kramer says: “they may win the battle but will loose the war as corporate and 

regional competiveness fade, wages stagnate, jobs disappear….”63 

To gain from the impacts on MNC’s both business and society must follow the principle of 

shared value – choice must benefit both sides. 

The interdependence of business and society takes to side inside-out linkages64 and outside-in 

linkages.65 

Competitive context are by Porter and Kramer divided into four broad areas: 

 

1. Quantity and quality of available business inputs – human resources and 

infrastructure. 
                                                
63 “Strategy & Society: The Link Between Competitive advantage and Corporate Social Responsibility” P.83 
bottom – left. 
64 A company impinges upon society through its operations in the normal course of business 
65 A company actively effect society, and social conditions affect companies for better and for worse 
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2. Rules and incentives that govern the competition – such as policies that protect 

property (regular to intellectual) and safeguard against corruption. 

3. The size and sophistication of local demand, standards for product quality and safety, 

consumer rights. 

4. The local availability of supporting industries such as service providers and machinery 

producers. 

 

All 4 are opportunities for CSR initiatives for any company, because a meaningful benefit for 

society which is in line with the company strategy is the most valuable for the business. 

The article raises the importance of creating competitive advantages such as innovation or 

differentiated packaging which is in line with the demands of the consumers and 

sustainability. Unilever has met this challenge by differentiated their packaging on Lifebuoy 

Soap to be able to compete in BOP Countries66. 

  

Porter and Kramer states that CSR can be used in two ways:  

 

Responsive CSR: 

Acting as a good corporate citizen – specify clear and measurable goals and track results over 

time. 

Control all issues at any levels in the value chain to make sure that all the (social) problems 

that a value chain can cause will be prevented (This applies for an active involvement in the 

company). 

 

Strategic CSR: 

This is according to Porter and Kramer the right way of using CSR to gain the most of the use 

of CSR. Strategic is as the headline reveals to include CSR in the overall company strategy. 

This could be done by doing things different from its competitors like the example with the 

Toyota Hybrid car (taken from the text), or creative value chain activities to benefit society. 

  

The biggest achievements are to make these differentiated products with the benefit of both 

company and society. Porter & Kramer uses Unilever as an example in the article: ”Unilever, 

through its efforts to pioneer new products, packaging and distribution systems to meet the 
                                                
66 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourbrands/personalcare/lifebouysoap.asp 
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needs of the poorest populations – have decided that major business opportunities lie in 

integrating business and society.” 

The article claim that companies are using a fragmented, defensive posture and they must 

change this to an integrated affirmative approach – with social impact as a measurement and a 

granular understanding of every activity in the value chain. 

To use this framework in a strategy, MNC’s must choose which social issues to focus on and 

not the other way around. 

To succeed NGO’s, governments and companies must stop thinking the terms of Corporate 

Social Responsibility and instead start to think about Corporate Social Integration – claims 

Porter and Kramer. 

  

12.1.2 The Competitive advantage or corporate philanthropy.67 

Porter & Kramer states that Philanthropy is in decline and asks the question if MNC should 

engage in philanthropy at all? 

Friedman68 states that it should be the stockholder that invests the money and not the 

company - because companies do not have these contributions in their strategy the 

stockholders themselves would be better investors than the company. 

If Friedman’s argument should last two assumptions are to be made according to Porter and 

Kramer:  

 

1. Social and economic objectives are separate and distinct; so that a corporation’s social 

spending comes at the expense of its economic results. 

2. Companies when they address social objectives provide no greater benefit than is 

provided by individual donors. 

 

These assumptions are true at most of the MNC’s today because the philanthropic 

contributions are not in line with their strategies. 

                                                
67 Philanthropy derives from Ancient Greek, meaning "to love people". Philanthropy is the act of donating 
money, goods, services, time and/or effort to support a socially beneficial cause, with a defined objective and 
with no financial or material reward to the donor. In a more general sense, philanthropy may encompass any 
altruistic activity intended to promote good or improve human quality of life - 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philanthropy 
68 http://da.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milton_Friedman 
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Charitable efforts should be used to improve the companies’ competitive context, because this 

brings social and economic goals into alignment and improve the long-term business 

prospects. 

Therefore companies must rethink both they focus and their philanthropy and how they go 

about their giving. 

 

Companies must not isolate from the society around them because it is an important part of 

the success for the company – due to employment, health, safety, education etc. which can 

increase productivity, meaning that it is only where corporate expenditures produce 

simultaneous social and economic gains, that corporate philanthropy and shareholder interests 

converge. This statement will be used later on in the thesis. 

According to Porter and Kramer it is important to get the best grantees. MNC’s often have the 

advantage because of the available man power, and therefore the possibilities to find the best 

grantee such as NGO’s. Or according to Porter and Kramer:” The acid test of good 

philanthropy is whether the desired social change is so beneficial to the company that the 

organization would pursue the change even if no one ever knew about it”. 

 

Porter and Kramer have a new approach for the way on choosing where to contribute to align 

corporate philanthropy with their strategies.  

 

This approach involves 5 steps. 

1. Examine the competitive context of each of the company’s important geographic 

locations. 

2. Review the existing philanthropic portfolio to see how it fits the new paradigm. 

3. Access existing and potential corporate giving initiatives against the four forms of 

value creation. 

4. Seek opportunities for collective action within a cluster and with other partners. 

5. Rigorously track and evaluate results. 

 

This process is measured over time and therefore the most successful programs will not be the 

short term campaigns that we see today but long-term commitments that continuously grow in 

scale and sophistication. 
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If these ways of using philanthropy by MNC’s, the best way to continue is not the way of 

today but as Friedman said by individual donors following their own charitable impulse. 

 

12.1.3 C. K Prahalad: “The fortune at the bottom of the   pyramid”. 

Prahalad’s book has been recognised by many people all over the world. Prahalad’s vision 

due to the BOP countries has been made to an overall BOP proposition. This proposition has 

3 major conclusions: 

1. There is a large scale of untapped purchasing power in BOP countries. 

• Prahalad measures this in the fact that more than 4 billion people are living for 

less than 2 $ pr day. 

• The MNC’s should fit their products to the poor and not the other way around. 

2. Selling to the poor can bring prosperity to the poor and help eradicate the massive 

poverty that exists. 

3. MNC’s should play a leading role in the process of selling to the poor. 

 

Through the book Prahalad gives several examples of MNC’s that had made a difference in 

the BOP countries – such as Unilever, Proctor & Gamble, nestle etc. 

These examples are all as Prahalad says created by using Bottom up Innovation – which will 

be explained later on the thesis. 

Furthermore Prahalad campaigns for the poor to feel better and get higher self esteem. An 

example of this are the skin whitening products from Unilever sold in India. The products are 

to whiten the skin on women to make their skin look lighter and get a higher status and 

thereby better self esteem.  

At the core of Prahalad’s argument for targeting the world’s poorest as a potential market is 

the sheer size of that market – an estimated 4 billion people constituting two-thirds of the 

world’s population. More importantly, the market will grow to an estimated 6 billion people 

within 40 years because the bulk of the world’s population growth is occurring among the 

poor. 

  

Despite the fact that these people subsist on annual per capita incomes of less than $1,500 pr. 

month, this “bottom of the pyramid” represents a multi-trillion-dollar market. Taken together, 

nine developing nations – China, India, Brazil, Mexico, Russia, Indonesia, Turkey, South 
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Africa and Thailand – have a combined GDP that is larger, in purchasing power parity, than 

the combined GDPs of Japan, Germany, France, the UK and Italy. The bottom of the 

pyramid, Prahalad says, is “the biggest potential market opportunity in the history of 

commerce.” 

 

A central point in The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid is that the effort to help the 

poorest people can be successful across different countries and different industries ranging 

from health care and finance to fast-moving consumer goods and energy. The exceptions, 

Prahalad notes, are countries that are essentially lawless, like Somalia and the Congo, and 

industries that are among the most basic, particularly some of the purely extractive industries 

that employ many people but have little incentive or ability to empower them. Otherwise, 

Prahalad says, that his approach “can work 90% of the time.” 

Profits are not the only reason. Prahalad urges multinational companies to devise strategies, 

products and services for the bottom of the pyramid. Citing U.N. figures, Prahalad points out 

that the richest 20% of the world, accounted for about 70% of total income in 1960. In 2000, 

the richest had 85% of total income while the fraction of income flowing to the poorest 20% 

of the world fell from 2.3% to 1.1%. Strategies aimed at the bottom of the pyramid will, by 

necessity, create jobs and improve incomes among those people, helping slow and possibly 

even reverse the widening income gap. 

Involvement in markets at the bottom of the pyramid will challenge many of the assumptions 

that managers of large companies have developed over the years, ranging from packaging and 

pricing to marketing and distribution. The result of such efforts will not only be profitable 

both for the large companies as well as the consumers, but it might also contribute solutions 

to the serious political and environmental problems confronting the developed world. 

 

12.1.4 Karnani: “The fortune at the bottom of the pyramid – A 

Mirage”. 

The article written by Aneel Karnani is a criticism of the book “The fortune at the bottom of 

the Pyramid” written by Prahalad in 2004. 

Karnani refers to the book as a mirage and due to his way of looking into the BOP countries 

he do not as Prahalad see the poor people as buyers but producers. 
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This should according to Karnani be the only way for the poor people to alleviate poverty – to 

raise the real income. 

Furthermore the claim from Prahalad regarding the estimate of the growth in worldwide 

population and the income of the poor compared to Karnani figures are not at all the same. 

Because of the calculations made by Karnani with figures from the World Bank, Karnani 

claim that Prahalad exaggerates and that, due to the mistakes made in these calculations, 

Prahalad’s fundament for the book disappears. 

This due to the fact that the poor use 80 % of the meager income on food, clothes and fuel 

(Gangopadhyay and Wadhwa 2004) “This clearly does not leave much room for luxuries”69 

The differentiated products – such as smaller packaging helps the poor people because they 

can afford to buy the products but it does not help them to escape the poverty – Karnani sees 

these products made to encourage trial and brand sampling which do not increase affordability 

“The only way to increase affordability is to reduce the per unit price.70On top of the this 

there is the environmental problem caused by plastic packaging which gives significant 

problem specially in poor villages and slum because there often is no trash collection 

facilities. 

MNC’s can not according to Karnani find any fortune in BOP countries. He thinks it is way to 

difficult because of the specified countries internal problems such as corruption, bad 

infrastructure etc.  

Karnani gives several examples of MNC’s such as Unilever, that has been able to act in BOP 

countries, but he claims that the positive stories to tell are few.  

Due to private companies the motivation is not for profit but for social responsibility. Karnani 

see a lot of opportunities for what he calls marketing to the poor, but due to the book - 

“Prahalad explicitly rejects Corporate Social Responsibility as the basis for the BOP 

initiatives.”71 

 

 

 

 

                                                
69 Fortune of the bottom of the pyramid: A Mirage, 2006, Ross school of working papers, Aneel Karnani, p6  
70 Fortune of the bottom of the pyramid: A Mirage, 2006, Ross school of working papers, Aneel Karnani, p 11 
71 Fortune of the bottom of the pyramid: A Mirage, 2006, Ross school of working papers, Aneel Karnani, p 14 
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Karnani sees the overall goal to alleviate poverty, is to raise the real income – which can be 

done in two ways:  

 

1. Lower prices of the goods that the poor buy (meaning that the companies either -  

• Reduce profits. 

• Reduce costs without reducing the quality. 

• Reduce cost by reducing quality. 

2. Raise the income that the poor earn. 

 

Karnani takes out an example from India regarding detergents – a Unilever product Surf72 and 

the low price brand Nirma73. In 1971 Surf had 31 % of the market and Nirma had 12 %. Ten 

years later Surf had 7 % and Nirma 62 %. This proves according to Karnani that poor people 

can not afford products for rich people. Nirma causes blisters but even though the poor people 

buy it because they have to. This is contrary to Prahalad – the claim from Karnani is that poor 

likes inexpensive and low quality products. 

 

The role of the government is critical due to Karnani because the improvements of the 

capabilities within the poor are one of the keys to increase income – such as education, public 

health programs and useable infrastructure. All these things will lead to an increasing 

productivity and employability of the poor which in the end will lead to an increase in 

income. 

Karnani recommends MNC’s to lower prices in the market and to change their vision on price 

vs. quality trade-off to make acceptable products to the poor such as Nirma. 

The best way that MNC’s can help eradicating poverty due to Karnani is to upgrade the skills 

and productivity of the poor and hereby create more employment opportunities. This Karnani 

sees as the real fortune at the bottom of the pyramid. 

 

12.2  Strategies 

The purpose of this chapter is to list up the different strategies that are considered relevant for 

this thesis, an analysis will clarify which are the must efficient and useful for Unilever. 

                                                
72 http://www.unilever.co.uk/ourbrands/homecare/surf.asp 
73 http://www.nirma.co.in/detergents.htm 
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The chapter is parted in 2 sections. The first part is the general strategies and the overall 

innovation strategies where is Unilever in the classic overall strategy? The second part regards 

the BoP countries. First the general “BoP strategies that work” followed by an innovation 

strategy by C.K Prahalad called Bottom up innovation. 

 

The general strategies are listed in the table below. The idea with this table is to give an 

overview of which possibilities that can be considered in a Global strategy. 

The table shows the 4 different company types that are used in international business – 

Multinational, International, Global and Transnational.  

Each of their Strategic orientation is listed below the headline (company type) and in the 

bottom of each column the assets and capabilities are shown.  

These will be used in the strategy analysis to place Unilever “in a box” and hereafter find the 

current strategy. 

 

Figure 16 Strategic Orientation and Configuration of Assets and 

Capabilities in Multinational, international, Global and Transnational 

Companies74. 

  
 

12.2.1 General innovation strategies 

The general innovation strategies are chosen because they have proven to be valuable for 

many MNC’s (like P&G, Nestlé etc.). Therefore these will be included in an analysis to find 

out if they are relevant for the thesis. The two most significant are – center-for-local and 

local-for-local.  

 Both the strategies will be explained shortly below. 

 

                                                
74 Christopher Bartlett, Sumantra Ghoshal, Paul Beamish: Transnational Management 5th edition, p 206 top. 
(table 3-3). 
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Center-for-global: New opportunity sensed in home country, centralized resources brought 

to bear, implemented globally through subsidiaries (Examples: Pfizer Viagra & Intel Pentium 

processors) 

In this strategy there are limitations such as - risk of market insensitivity, imperialism, which 

must be in mind when it is used. 

 

Local-for-local: Subsidiary-based knowledge development, used primarily in local market 

(Examples: Unilever detergent bar, Jollibee’s fast-food). 

The limitations here are for example - needless differentiation, risk of duplication, reinventing 

wheel. Again this is important to have in mind.  

 

After looking into the general strategies the perspective will be narrowed down to the 

strategies in BoP countries. 

 

12.3  BOP Strategies 

This thesis will look into different strategies in BoP countries. The world Resources Institute 

has made an investigation of the MNC’s that have succeeded in BoP countries. The strategies 

are all based on principles of local knowledge and learning’s in BoP countries and therefore 

they will be examined in the analysis and used if considered relevant used in the thesis. If they 

are found relevant, they can be used to shape the strategy for Unilever. These strategies are 

listed below, with some highlights. 

 

12.3.1  BOP Business strategies that work.75 

 

1. Focusing on BoP – This means that products, technology, branding etc. are made 

especially for BoP countries – like healthier products or products that for a small price 

can add value with a preventive purpose like for instance decreasing illness etc. 

2. Localizing Value Creation – franchising, local agents, building local eco-systems of 

vendors and suppliers, all these with a sustainable capacity building on investment in 

local community. 

                                                
75 http://www.wri.org/publication/content/7942 
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3. Enabling Access – by running through economic barriers by differentiated consumer 

strategies like products in smaller sizes to lower the RSP. 

4. Unconventional Partnering – like in the Unilever case in 2004-2005 cooperated with 

the NGO – Oxfam. (which were mentioned earlier). 

 

12.3.2  Bottom up innovation 

The idea of a bottom up innovation is to make a strategy that fits to a BoP country instead of 

trying to fit the BoP country to the strategy. 

Or according to Stuart and Prahalad: “Strategies for the bottom of the pyramid must be 

building from the bottom up”76 - In other words, the most efficient strategies for the bottom 

must be found at the bottom. 

These claims will be analysed later on, by the findings in the strategic analysis of Unilever 

and their future strategy. 

 

12.4  Models: 

The following models/paradigms are considered relevant in the thesis to substantiate the BoP 

theories.  

First we will look into the “The Commercial Infrastructure at the Bottom of the Pyramid” and 

afterwards “The Four Elements of Competitive Context” which both shortly, will be 

explained in the following and later on analysed in the thesis.  

 

12.4.1 Commercial infrastructure for the bottom of the pyramid 

This model is chosen due to its capability to exam and conclude in 4 of the most important 

elements in commercial infrastructure. The problem with this model is that it is a very static 

or non dynamic model which only shows the situation here-and-now. The BoP countries are 

high growth areas so it is important to have the limitation of the model in mind when it is 

used for conclusions. 

                                                
76 ”Strategies for the Bottom of the pyramid: Creating sustainable development” p.19 – C.K. Prahalad & Stuart 
L. Hart – August 1999. 
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The elements of commercial infrastructure; creating buying power, shaping aspirations, 

improving access, and growing healthy markets – are the keys to opening the Tier 4 market 

(Tier 3 e.g. to figure 8 shown above).77 

 

Figure 17 Commercial Infrastructure at the Bottom of the Pyramid78 

 
 

(According to Prahalad – Innovations for the Bottom of the pyramid is supposed to be in the 

centre of the model). 

 

The next model is created by Michael Porter and is originally used in “The Competitive 

Advantage of Nations”. 

The model will be used to establish if Unilever in Bangladesh has the basic external factors at 

place to achieve completive advantages and furthermore to clarify if this base can be helping 

to achieve competitive advantages by using CSR. 

 

12.4.2 The four elements of competitive context 

The model has 4 basic external areas which according to Porter and Kramer are crucial to 

fulfil to achieve competitive advantages: 

 

 

                                                
77 ”Strategies for the Bottom of the pyramid: Creating sustainable development” p.9 – C.K. Prahalad & Stuart L. 
Hart – August 1999. 
78 http://marketingenvironment.blogspot.com/2008/09/commercial-infrastructure-at-bottom-of.html 
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The four elements of competitive context 

• Factor conditions: Availability of high-quality specialized inputs such as human and 

capital resources, physical, administrative, and information infrastructure.  

• Demand conditions: Size of the market, appropriateness of product standards, and 

sophistication of local customers.  

• Context for rivalry: Rules, incentives, and norms governing competition.  

• Related and supporting industries: Capable, locally based suppliers and companies, 

and presence of clusters rather than isolated industries.  

Figure 18 The Four Elements of Competitive context79 

 
The idea is that companies must invest in all four areas to improve their competitive context. 

An analysis will later in the thesis shoe if Unilever currently are using these elements to be 

competitive in the health soap market and to see if there is any possibilities within this model 

in regards of a future strategy. 

 

All theories, strategies and models mentioned in this chapter will be used in the analysis to 

find the strategy for Lifebuoy soap in Bangladesh. 

                                                
79 http://www.expert2business.com/itson/Porter%20HBR%20Corporate%20philantropy.pdf 
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They are covering a wide perspective within their areas and are taken from recognised sources 

who all are specialists at their field. These are the tools for the next chapters that will answer 

to the questions in the scope of the thesis. 

 

Each of the following chapter will end with a part conclusion covering the area that has been 

analyzed. These part conclusions should be consistent with the sub questions in the scope of 

the thesis. In the final conclusion all these will be summed up with the findings and shape the 

future Lifebuoy strategy in Bangladesh.  

 

13 The Overall Strategy  

Due to figure 16 in chapter 12 this chapter will conclude which overall strategy Unilever 

should choose. The chapter will reveal if the current strategy is consistent or if a new 

approach is needed. 

Earlier the current strategy where established at an overall level. The finding where a 

multinational strategy with local-for- local approach even though one of Unilever’s says are 

‘Think  global – act local’. 

The approach of this analysis is a comparison of prior learning’s of Unilever due to strategy 

and the way of acting. This will be compared with the four overall strategies and the most 

significant of the four will be chosen due to the result of the analysis and the fit of Unilever as 

a company. 

 

13.1.1 Global Strategy 

A global strategy is recognised by creating advantages through achieving cost benefits by 

centralised global scale operations – such as centralised productions etc. 

The typical global strategy company can be found within firms like Toyota and other 

Japanese companies. 

In regarding to Unilever as a company and the wide spread of differences there is in the 

Bangladeshi market will this be a possible strategy? 

The Unilever strategy was with a decentralised approach with independent units in the 

countries in which it operates. The reason for this is that Unilever has found out that to 
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succeed in different countries they have to ‘play the field’ that they act in – or as Prahalad 

says “One does not fit all”80. 

It is not possible to keep this way of operating in a country with a classic global strategy even 

though this way of thinking also has its advantages such as a large scale operations and the 

creation of possible strong clusters. 

The way to market in a global scale does not fit the way an MNC have to act in countries with 

such huge social differences and with a product such as Lifebuoy which most of all are 

helping please to decrease health problems. Therefore a global strategy will not be an obvious 

choice for Unilever in Bangladesh. 

 

13.1.2 International Strategy 

The International strategy is between the global strategy and the Multinational strategy. The 

companies who use this strategy does achieve the same level of large scale operation as in the 

global strategy and do not come through with the level of local responsiveness that are used 

by companies with a multinational strategy.  

The approach is often centred by home country product R&D which are send abroad without 

the perspective of differences and preferences to the end users in often less advanced 

countries. 

This ‘in between’ (Between Global and Multinational) strategy is often criticised and accused 

of deficiency of both efficiency and flexibility.   

Regarding the strategy of Unilever this way of thinking will lead into several problems, due to 

the current way of acting and the impact on CSR which is important to Unilever. 

To choose this strategy will be not only be a reorganisation worldwide but also gives 

problems within acting in local markets due to specialization in markets and differentiated 

products which some thinkers – including Unilever CEO find at the moment are the way to 

succeed in BOP countries. This on the other hand does not mean that the thesis won’t look 

into changing the overall strategy, but more to the fact that according to the Bangladeshi 

market an International strategy is not the way to act. The proof of this claim can be found 

through the last four decades in the country and certainly by the increased growth from 2002 

to 2006 on Lifebuoy  soap – due to several re-launches which would not have been there if 

                                                
80 http://www.12manage.com/%5Cmethods_prahalad_bottom_of_the_pyramid.html 
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Unilever have not been close to the Bangladeshi health soap market and knew how to impact. 

This could have been done from neither Holland nor England.  

 

13.1.3 Multinational Strategy 

Previously conclusions stated that Unilever current are using this overall strategy in the way 

of acting – summed up in the bullets below: 

 

• Primarily focus is the national differences. 

• Building flexibility into the company – Due to national differences. 

• Strong and entrepreneurial national operations – with the use and knowledge in the 

local market to strengthen the impact on the focused areas. 

• Independent national companies with a worldwide responsibility to HQ and brands. 

•  The possibilities to act/react within the specified market to maintain the market share 

– this is not a possibility in centralised strategies. 

• Differentiated marketing. 

• Local use of employees in the nations – can lead to higher living standards/conditions 

– which can lead to higher local acceptance. (Which the Lifebuoy brand has achieved 

due to earlier findings in the segmentation of the products). 

• First mover and competitive advantages in the local market. 

 

These bullets are some of the important gains from using the multinational approach. 

On the other side the MNC does not have the same advantage in large scale operations as for 

instance a Global strategy would give. 

The major task in this strategy is to exploit the knowledge and competencies to other national 

units. 

Unilever has had great success with this strategy within Lifebuoy soap this again are seen in 

the re-launches (2002-2006) which has given the end consumers more opportunities within 

the soap range and a further differentiation in packaging – which are gained from the local-to-

local market approach.  

Because of the facts that this is the current strategy which has made Unilever market leader in 

Bangladesh and due to the prior success, it is not a possibility to exclude this as a future 

strategy. 
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For some people these 3 strategies has implicit assumptions of which one that are the best to 

build worldwide competitive advantages of and which one is of the most important in 

increasing the company revenues. 

The Global company assumes that the best-cost position is the key source of competitiveness; 

the multinational company sees differentiation as the primary way to enhance performance; 

and the international company expects to use innovations to reduce cost (at all levels), 

enhance revenues or both.81 

 

13.1.4 Transnational Strategy 

The last strategy is the Transnational Strategy82 which is not seen as a traditional strategy like 

the 3 mentioned earlier in this chapter. 

The Transnational approach and success factors are focused on achieving competitive 

advantages by exploiting efficiency, flexibility and learning simultaneously. Furthermore the 

company must have the ability to show and execute local responsiveness. 

A company using this strategy must develop a differentiated configuration of assets and have 

capabilities that are typical for a Multinational-, international- and global strategy. Key words 

in this matter are dispersed, interdependent and specialised. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
81 Christopher Bartlett, Sumantra Ghoshal, Paul Beamish: Transnational Management 5th edition, p 205 top. 
82 Definition: the term transnational business describes the situation when an organization conducts its activities 
across national boundaries, with varying degrees of co-ordination, integration and local differentiation of 
strategy and operations, depending on market and business conditions. Strategic and Management Issues in 
Global and Transnational Business - By George Stonehouse David Campbell Jim Hamill Tony Purdie (John 
Wiley & Sons) 
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Figure 19 Coherence between Pressure for Local Responsiveness and 

Pressure for Globalisation within strategies for MNC’s.83 

 
 

The figure above places Transnational & Multinational strategies in a high pressure 

environment both due to pressure for local responsiveness and pressure for Globalisation. 

In comparison with the present Unilever strategy in Bangladesh and due to the findings (read: 

other strategies) earlier in this chapter it is obvious that the future overall Unilever strategy 

should be found within these 2 strategies; Multinational- and Transnational strategy. The 

success with the current multinational strategy and the winnings that can be achieved by 

adapting the entire strategy or only some of the key elements must be considered as the 

directions for the future strategy. 

 

However it is not possible for Unilever in Bangladesh to adapt the entire transnational 

strategy because the need to be made significant changes in Unilever worldwide to achieve 

large scale operations, centrally account teams etc. But looking at the current strategy for 

Unilever on Lifebuoy in Bangladesh compared with the figure above certain similarities 

appear in regards of a transnational strategy. 

Unilever are one of the largest MNC’s in Bangladesh and has gained a lot of Local 

responsiveness such as the Shakti project84 (originally stared in India) the Friendship 

                                                
83 John Miltenburg; Manufactering strategy – How to formulate and implant a winning plan, second edition p. 
166  
84 http://www.unilever.com/careers/insideunilever/oursuccessandchallenges/shaktiprogrammeindia.aspx 
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(Lifebuoy) floating hospital, corporation regarding legislation etc. Furthermore R&D on 

Lifebuoy are centralised in a concentrated development centre in Asia to achieve large scale 

operations and to share the learning’s from the different markets to optimise the abilities to 

compete on a wide scale. 

These few examples show that Unilever has responded to pressure from both responsiveness 

and Globalisation. (The figure is very black and white – it does not show how much 

Responsiveness and Globalisation you need to go from multinational to transnational 

strategy). 

The question is now is the current overall strategy (Multinational strategy mixed with some 

Transnational key areas) the best for the future in Bangladesh to increase the market share? 

The answer to this question must be; Yes. The global and international strategies will not be 

able to increase the market share because of the believe that it is the presence in the local 

market, the knowledge of changes, the responsiveness in consumer behaviour which only can 

be spotted by a local presence, the differentiated products and packaging and the ongoing 

R&D local and in clusters that are the success factors for Unilever in Bangladesh concerning 

Lifebuoy soap. Furthermore the responsiveness and local initiatives are also significant in this 

matter.  

Therefore Unilever can only choose a Multinational strategy with some elements from the 

transnational strategy for Lifebuoy soap to increase their market share in Bangladesh – with 

the success factor mentioned. The reason for the elements from the transnational strategy is 

that it will take a lot of worldwide changes to make an overall Transnational strategy in 

Unilever and it is not possible for Unilever in Bangladesh to make this decision. 

 

An analysis of the suggested success factors will be made in the next chapter in regards of 

finding a BOP strategy that can support the overall Multinational strategy. 

 

13.2   Part Conclusion – The overall strategy 

This chapter has established which overall strategy Unilever must use in Bangladesh to 

achieve the goals of increasing the market share. 

The point of origin where the three classic models: Global-, International- and Multinational 

Strategies. Furthermore a forth strategy has been analysed – Transnational Strategy. 
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The Global- and International strategies were not chosen because of the argument that these 

are to far from the market and this where seen as a key factor due to several reasons. 

The current Unilever strategy for Lifebuoy is a multinational approach with elements of 

transnational strategy in regards of high level of local responsiveness and globalisation. 

The reasons for the choice of keeping the current strategy as a long run overall strategy is the 

following reasons (Which also where the reasons why global and international strategies were 

not chosen): 

 

1. A believe in the presence in the local market. 

2. The knowledge of local changes.  

3. The differentiated products and packaging. 

4. Changes in consumer behaviour which only can be spotted by a local presence 

5. The ongoing R&D local and in clusters. 

6. The responsiveness and local initiatives are also significant in this matter. 

 

These reasons are seen as the key success factors if Unilever in Bangladesh wants to increase 

their market share on Lifebuoy soap in the health category. 

 

As mentioned the next chapter will find and conclude which BOP strategies and success 

factors that can support the found overall strategy for Unilever on Lifebuoy soap in 

Bangladesh. 

 

14 BOP Strategies & the Commercial infrastructure at the 

Bottom of the Pyramid. 

After finding the overall strategy for Unilever regarding Lifebuoy in Bangladesh it is 

important to recognise the fact that Bangladesh is a BOP country and furthermore that 

Lifebuoy is a health soap. The targeted users of these products are to be found at the bottom 

of the pyramid. Therefore in order to support the overall strategy and bottom up innovation it 
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is important to combine the overall strategy with a BOP strategy – or to quote C.K Prahalad & 

Stuart L. Hart “Strategies for the bottom of the pyramid must be build from the bottom up”85 

 

To establish the key success factors in BOP countries the World Resource Institute (WRI)86 

has made four strategies that have proven to secure success in the poorest parts of the World 

which are called BOP Business strategies that work. These will be analysed in the following 

to see if Unilever are using none, some or all of these strategies – and more important the way 

of use in the future. 

 

14.1  World Resource Institute Bop Strategies 

Why are some enterprises succeeding in meeting BOP needs, and others are not? Successful 

enterprises operating in these markets use four broad strategies that appear to be critical.87 

 

14.1.1 Focusing on BOP 

Due to WRI the first strategic importance is to focus on BOP. The meaning of focus relates to 

unique products, services or technologies that are appropriate for BOP markets in regards to 

FMCG88 this could be health products etc.  

In regards to Lifebuoy soap Unilever are already using this strategy. The product is made to 

contribute in the health soap category to prevent illness by informing consumers about the 

possibility to decrease diarrhea by washing their hands just once a day.  

Furthermore all the soap is made in Bangladesh to benefit from the presence of employees. 

As mentioned earlier the Lifebuoy soap has been reconsidered and re-launched in the period 

from 2002 to 2006 to secure meeting the needs of the end consumer – this has lead to an 

increase in market share which proves that this strategy actually works. But as mentioned 

earlier Unilever are using this already and with the output of this strategy so far it will be an 

obvious add inn, to the overall strategy to tailor their interactions in Bangladesh. 

 

                                                
85 “Strategies for the bottom of the pyramid: creating sustainable development” p 19 – Ck. Prahalad & Stuart L. 
Hart – August 1999. 
86 The World Resources Institute (WRI) is an environmental think tank that goes beyond research to find 
practical ways to protect the earth and improve people’s lives - http://www.wri.org/about 
87 http://www.wri.org/publication/content/7942 - Top of page. 
88 Fast Moving Consumer Goods 
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14.1.2 Localizing Value Creation 

Localizing value creation are meant as the way to market, which channels, and how can the 

MNC contribute with creating value for the locals which can be franchise, agents, suppliers 

etc. In an earlier chapter about the soap market we learned that Unilever are using several 

channels to make Lifebuoy accessible for all the potential customers. One of the ways that 

really have created value both for the locals but also for Unilever was the project – called 

Pollydut scheme. The corps counted 1200 people in 2008 which contributed more than 5% of 

the business’ national sales. The rural distribution has increased significantly and coverage 

has increased by 148.000 outlets.  Furthermore these shops have increased the market share 

for Unilever with 15 % since 2004. Some might say that this is not a win-win situation for 

both Unilever and the locals, but if a comparison with focusing on BOP is made, having in 

mind that the Lifebuoy soap product has proven to decrease the number of diarrhea within the 

population (Shakti project) and the fact that Pollydut scheme has increased the availability 

with 148.000 outlets, it is possible to find the win-win prospect. 

It is for sure that the retailers within the 148.000 outlets of sale has increased their turnover 

and profit which has been beneficial for his/hers family as well. Like the first BOP strategy 

Unilever are also present in the second strategy. Due to the increasing market share of 15 % 

since 2004 it will be vital for Unilever to use this approach in the future as well. 

 

14.1.3 Enabling Access 

The headline covers the access to the product, in this case meaning the possibility to buy on 

an affordable basis. 

Unilever has with several products succeeded with differentiated packaging – in various 

categories from tea to Lifebuoy in health soap. 

The Unilever consumer strategy is consistent with this BOP strategy and the differentiated 

packaging has been present for several years within health soap. 

Lifebuoy soap is made to fit the bottom of the pyramid and due to the previous numbers and 

the fact that it is the leading soap within the health soap category this must be seen as a 

success in order to the strategy of enabling access. To conclude on this strategy it will be used 
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in the recommended strategy for Lifebuoy in the final conclusion along with the two earlier 

mentioned.  

 

14.1.4 Unconventional Partnering 

WRI has concluded that it is strategic important to use unconventional partnering with 

NGO’s, governments etc in order to secure the right approach and an ‘official’ recognition of 

the work and ideas that an MNC intend to initiate – furthermore the locals and outsiders sees 

this corporation as sign of ‘healthy business’. Earlier the NGO’s and the MNC’s were 

opposites; several examples of cooperation’s in the last ten years between NGO’s and MNC’s 

has shown that both can gain from this unconventional partnering. 

 

Regarding Lifebuoy, NGO and Government there are two very good examples that show the 

willingness to partner.  

Unilever in Bangladesh are owned partly by Unilever and partly by the Bangladeshi 

government, the profits, which are made in Bangladesh, are staying in the country and most of 

the money is used for investments in Bangladesh. 

The second example specified on Lifebuoy soap is the floating hospital which has been made 

in cooperation with the NGO “Friendship”. This floating hospital provides as mentioned 

earlier in the thesis free health education and treatments for the poorest part of the 

Bangladeshi population. 

Unilever have used this BOP strategy not only in Bangladesh but also in many other 

countries. The example with the floating hospital and Lifebuoy shows again the winnings for 

both NGO’s, Unilever and local population – which without doubt has made a difference for a 

lot of people in the Bangladeshi population. This fourth strategy is consistent with the use of 

CSR and strong brand building and will without any doubt be important in a future Lifebuoy 

strategy.   

 

After looking into four BOP strategies to support the overall the strategy, it is important to 

look at the commercial infrastructure at the bottom of the pyramid. The purpose is to look for 

further possibilities, which can strengthen the strategy to increase markets shares for Lifebuoy 

within health soap in Bangladesh by placing Unilever in the commercial infrastructure.  
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14.1.5 Commercial Infrastructure at the Bottom of the Pyramid 

The model chosen for this analysis are taken from the book by C.K Prahalad “The fortune at 

the Bottom of the pyramid” – The commercial infrastructure at the bottom of the pyramid. 

 

The model has four main areas each of them all depending on the others – meaning that a 

change in one area will have an effect in developing the three others. 

The four areas are; creating buying power, shaping aspirations, tailoring local solutions and 

improving accesses. 

 

Figure 20The Commercial Infrastructure at the Bottom of the pyramid 

 

14.1.5.1 Creating Buying Power 

There are two important areas within creating buying power – if the MNC’s should help 

lifting people out of poverty and here by increase responsiveness in the country: 

 

1. Provide access to credit.  

2. Increase earning potential. 

 

Regarding the credit it has historically been difficult for people in rural areas to get the access 

to credit, but after the Grameen Bank 89- a bank which provides micro loans for the poorest 

started to give micro loans mostly to women in the rural areas and encouraged them to save 

their money in the bank the amount of people with credit has increased. 

                                                
89 http://www.grameen-info.org/ 
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Unilever are one of the MNC’s in Bangladesh who actually are increasing the earning 

potential for the locals due to the number of factories that employee’s local workers – 

producing products among other Lifebuoy soap for the Bangladeshi market.  

 

14.1.5.2 Shaping Aspirations 

Consumer education and sustainable development are key areas within shaping aspirations. 

Unilever are participating in consumer education to increase the health standards with 

adopting the Shakti project to Bangladesh from India. 

The different packaging - smaller sizes in the rural and slum areas are an increasing problem 

due to pollution and the problems which this causes, such as diseases and rodents.  

Unilever are selling 100 of millions of Lifebuoy soaps each year in Asia and hereunder 

Bangladesh and therefore have to take responsibility in fighting pollution – through recycled - 

or self organic packaging. 

To promote the sustainability in Bangladesh Unilever should through their R&D work on the 

packaging in the future to provide new packaging and to be first mover to help the 

environment in Bangladesh and the increasing pollution.90 

 

14.1.5.3 Tailoring Local Solutions 

Unilever has through several years been involved in tailoring local solutions due to 

differentiated packaging of Lifebuoy soap and the thoughts within bottom up innovation. The 

idea of shaping the strategy to the market, here on products level to the market instead of 

bringing a strategy decided for instance in Tier 1 – which will have no effect, because this is a 

Global strategy approach. 

The re-launch from 2002 – 2006 is a good example of shaping the products to the market. 

 

 

 

                                                
90 Sunil Kumar Karn & Hideki Hararda: Surface Water Pollution in Three Urban Territories of Nepal, Inida and 
Bangladesh – 17th of may 2001. 
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14.1.5.4 Improving Access 

According to Prahalad, the two most important areas within improving access are: 

 

1. Communications links. 

2. Distribution systems. 

 

Communication links are meant as the rural phones and the access to internet. In this matter 

Unilever has not participated - but a possibility to increase the awareness of Lifebuoy soap. 

Due to distribution systems Unilever are using the ‘normal’ trade channels and for the last 5 

years also the Pollydut scheme project which has increased the access in the rural areas and 

the Lifebuoy market share as mentioned in earlier chapters. 

 

The WRI BOP strategies and the findings by Prahalad are very similar. The four BOP 

strategies are not much different from the Commercial Infrastructure of the Bottom of the 

Pyramid. 

They have both proven that Unilever already have considered these thoughts with Lifebuoy 

and more important used them actively which furthermore is consistent with Prahalad’s 

thoughts in The Fortune of the Bottom of the Pyramid regarding the bottom up innovation. 

The four BOP strategies and the elements in the model – commercial infrastructure must due 

to the Unilever examples be key success factors to increase market shares in Bangladesh. All 

the findings will be summed up in the part conclusion below and added to the overall strategy 

for Lifebuoy soap. 

 

14.2   Part Conclusion 

This chapter has shown the importance of shaping the strategy to the market. Both WRI and 

Prahalad have found some vital findings within the BOP countries. 

The question was actually which BOP strategies that could help Unilever in increasing the 

growth on Lifebuoy soap in Bangladesh. The answer must be; all of the mentioned. Today 

Unilever are using a wide perspective in the thoughts of BOP in this thesis four are mentioned 

and within all four it has been possible to find examples from Lifebuoy soap and successful 

ones as well – meaning that it works and that it is important. 
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Regarding the Commercial infrastructure for the Bottom of the Pyramid, Unilever are also 

placed with Lifebuoy soap. Actually it is possible, as seen earlier, to place Lifebuoy in all four 

areas, but there is an opportunity in improving access by targeting Internet commercial 

towards the poorest in society – these has proven to be significant for the current success in 

Bangladesh and therefore also used in the future strategy. 

All of this gives both Unilever and the locals a lot of opportunities because as mentioned in 

the beginning of this chapter “a change in one area will have an effect in developing the three 

others” and hereby the country and increase the possibilities for all parties. 

In support to the overall strategy the key success factors for Lifebuoy from the BOP theory 

analysis will be listed below: 

 

1. Use the Bottom up innovation – shape the strategy to the market and not the other way 

around – focus on BOP. 

2. Secure way to market and the availability of the product to the consumers. 

3. Fit packaging to lift the affordability into the different layers in society and educate 

consumers to decrease health problems – enabling access. 

4. Creating buying power by using local employees and lift the responsiveness. 

5. Involvement in open partnering with Governments and NGO’s. 

6. Opportunity in using Internet commercial towards the poorest in society. 

 

After establishing the overall strategy and the key success factors of shaping the strategy to 

the market, due to BOP strategies, the next chapter will go further into specifying the future 

strategy. 

The purpose of the next chapter is to establish if Unilever and Lifebuoy can achieve 

competitive advantages by the use of CSR. To support this question, the two articles written 

by Michael E. Porter and Mark Kramer will be included.   
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15 CSR and Lifebuoy soap in Bangladesh 

According to Patrick Cescau CEO at Unilever it is important to integrate CSR into the 

Business strategy because “Today social responsibility and environmental sustainability are 

core business competencies not fringe activities.91”  

On the basis of this quotation and to complete the strategy for Unilever and Lifebuoy soap in 

Bangladesh the CSR area must be considered relevant for analysis to support the found 

overall strategy for the future 5-10 years.  

 

15.1  Unilever & Lifebuoy Social Key initiatives in Bangladesh 

In chapter 11 the thesis described the three Unilever and hereunder Lifebuoy social key 

initiative program in Bangladesh (CSR- program) - Health, Education and Women's 

Empowerment - all aimed to improve the living standards of Bangladeshi people. This chapter 

will conclude if some of these key social initiatives are providing Unilever any competitive 

advantages for Lifebuoy in the health soap category. The chapter will focus on the social 

initiatives Unilever has made within the Lifebuoy brand. 

 

To quote Patrick Cescau: “I believe that we have come to a point now where this agenda of 

sustainability and corporate responsibility is not only central to business strategy but will 

increasingly become a critical driver to business growth”92 

 

Porter and Kramer argue that competitive context always is important for any strategy. The 

availability of skilled and motivated employees, efficient local infrastructure such as roads 

etc. size of the market (read size of opportunities) and the extent of government regulations - 

which all have influenced companies. These are now the base of what many will call 

competitive advantages, meaning that these four areas are the base for a company to achieve 

competitive advantage. 

                                                
91 Speech by Patrick Cescau CEO at Unilever, Beyond Corporate Responsibility: Social innovation and 
sustainable development as drivers of business growth, INSEAD Fontainbleu Campus, France 25th of may 2007 
p.1 
92 Speech by Patrick Cescau CEO at Unilever, Beyond Corporate Responsibility: Social innovation and 
sustainable development as drivers of business growth, INSEAD Fontainbleu Campus, France 25th of may 2007 
p.2 
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Unilever in Bangladesh are using local suppliers who are producing exclusively for Unilever 

using local employees and raw materials in regards of Lifebuoy soap. The government and 

regulators are working close together with Unilever within legislation etc. In the market 

Lifebuoy is in all channels, from regular trade to rural selling.  

All these are meeting the four elements of competitive context which are well used by Porter 

and Kramer. For Unilever this means that they are capable of competing within health soap 

also in the way of recognising their closest competitors which where mentioned in chapter 11. 

 

Unilever has as mentioned earlier a specific CSR strategy within the health soap. The 

initiative of selling Lifebuoy soap in rural areas by using Pollydut scheme is an obvious proof 

of a CSR strategy that actually works.  

According to Porter and Kramer there are two ways of approaching CSR; Responsive CSR 

and Strategic CSR. The Pollydut Scheme again shows that Unilever with Lifebuoy are using 

what Porter and Kramer call the way of using CSR in the future – strategic CSR (which are 

shown in the figure below in the area marked in red). 

 

Figure 21 Corporate Involvement in Society: A Strategic Approach 
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This strategic approach is also consistent with the thought claimed from Friedman, who sees 

this as the only way to use and gain from CSR; “If MNC’s are not ready to fit the way of 

today it is better for the shareholders to give their money to what they find is right”.93 

 

Furthermore Porter and Kramer reveals a new framework in 5 steps that companies can use to 

align “Corporate philanthropy” with their strategies. (This is a long run framework which 

follows the consistency with the timeline for a Unilever strategy on Lifebuoy soap). To use 

Porter and Kramer’s framework MNC must choose which social issues to focus on and not 

the other way around (Strategic CSR). 

 

1. Examine the competitive context of each of the company’s important geographic 

locations. 

2. Review the existing philanthropic portfolio to see how it fits the new paradigm. 

3. Access existing and potential corporate giving initiatives against the four forms of 

value creation. 

4. Seek opportunities for collective action within a cluster and with other partners. 

5. Rigorously track and evaluate results. 

 

The first four steps above are due to the Lifebuoy Friendship Floating Hospital is already at 

hand in Unilever Bangladesh, and the fifth step is an on-going process which will drive 

innovation and new approaches in both social- and economic initiatives. 

 

Due to Porter and Kramer there is a convergence of interests which are measured in Social- 

and Economic Benefits – the balance between these can maximize the social and economic 

value and increase both the social- and the economic benefits. 

In the figure below these are explained – it shows that to maximize the Philanthropic value 

MNC’s have to invest in the society in which it operates.  

 

 

 

                                                
93 Michael E. Porter & Mark R. Kramer; The Competitive Advantage of Corporate Philanthropy; Harvard 
Business Review; 2002 – quotation from Friedman. 
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Figure 22 Convergence of Interest leading to Maximizing Philanthropy’s 

Value 

 
 

Since the launch of the Lifebuoy Friendship Hospital in 2002 Unilever has recognised the 

impact of using both social- and economic benefits to succeed with CSR which according to 

Porter ands Kramer are crucial – the impact of the Lifebuoy soap has been sizeable 

The floating hospital really is unique and its impact across the char regions is difficult to fully 

appreciate. To date, over 200,000 char-dwellers have had access to the hospital’s free health 

services - many of whom have never had any kind of formal medical attention in their lives. 

The hospital’s team of health professionals immunized 17,500 children against common 

water-born illnesses and other diseases94.  

Unilever has furthermore once again corporate with a NGO (Friendship) in the matter of the 

floating hospital. 

NGO’s, companies and governments must stop thinking terms of Corporate Social 

Responsibility and instead start to think about Corporate Social Integration. 

If doing so MNC’s will accomplish competitive advantages due to Porter and Kramer. 

An example of Corporate Social Integration within Lifebuoy soap which we have seen in 

chapter 12 is the figure below. Porter and Kramer do not specify when a company are 

switching from corporate Social Responsibility to Corporate Social Integration (CSI). 

  

                                                
94 http://www.unilever.com.bd/ourvalues/nutritionhygienepersonalcare/hygiene/LB_floating_hospital.asp 
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Figure 23 The Brands Role in The Market 

 
 

The figure shows where the population puts the brand in the health soap category. Due to 

Porter and Kramer’s CSI Lifebuoy soap is currently placed within Acceptance and 

Participation. These two words can easily be part of a social integration. Unfortunately there 

is no part of the figure called integrated, but due to the role that Lifebuoy has played in 

Bangladesh for the last four decades, the participation in building a floating hospital and 

fighting diseases through out Bangladesh is likely to accept that the brand are integrated in the 

society and what Porter and Kramer would call Corporate Social Integration.  

In regards of the competitors there are no doubt about that each of the competitors mentioned 

in the figure and in chapter 11 also are contributing with several social initiatives, we learned 

earlier that the closest competitors’ all were active in fighting water pollution and the decrease 

in spill water. (Except for the discount products which were focused on selling their soap at 

the lowest price and where not participating in any form of social activities). 

 

In the beginning of the chapter Patrick Cescau stated the importance of Unilever using CSR in 

the future to secure the economic growth which he had recognised being one of the key 

success factors in the future.   
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Patrick Cescau claims that if the business is smart and using CSR it will get the following in 

return:95 

 

1. Access to new markets. 

2. New opportunities for innovation and growth. 

3. New partners. 

4. Over the long term, it earns the trust and confidence of the community – something 

without which sustainable growth is possible. 

 

All of these bullets must be considered important if a company wants to achieve or keep 

competitive advantages which CSR or CSI can lead to, proven by Unilever in Bangladesh. 

And it is for certain, that the future strategy for Unilever and Lifebuoy soap in the health 

category, CSR or CSI will be part of the overall strategy. 

 

15.2  CSR Side Effects - for Consideration 

It is important when participating in CSR that the company realises that there can be some 

negative sides by using CSR. The previous and current Lifebuoy initiatives in Bangladesh has 

not been given any problems due to public resistance from the consumers, NGO’s, 

Government etc. but it must be kept in mind every time a new initiative are made. 

 

To quote the Dutch Professor De Woot Stigson; “The negative side effects on CSR has 

become more visible. We see the progressive destruction of the planet, the increasing 

differences in wealth, child labour, volatility of employment and the dominance of finance and 

many other problems.96. 

 

To succeed in Corporate Social Responsibility it is crucial to be alert to all possible dangers 

within each initiative. A way of preventing this is of course to corporate with both 

Government and NGO’s like Unilever and Lifebuoy has done it in the past. In regards of 

having the right approach, the quotation from Porter and Kramer is a ‘healthy’ way of looking 

                                                
95 Speech by Patrick Cescau CEO at Unilever, Beyond Corporate Responsibility: Social innovation and 
sustainable development as drivers of business growth, INSEAD Fontainbleu Campus, France 25th of may 2007 
p.8 
96http://www.businessandsociety.be/files/files/colloque%20age/Interventions_Prof_De_Woot_Stigson.doc 
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at CSR; The desired social change is so beneficial to the company that the organization 

would pursue the change even if no one ever knew about it.  

 

15.3  Part Conclusion 

Unilever in Bangladesh has proven that it is possible to achieve competitive advantages 

through Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).  

Porter and Kramer claims, that to achieve competitive advantages from CSR, companies must 

choose a strategic approach (the framework with 5 steps) or else it is better that the 

shareholder themselves contribute to good causes which Friedman also stated.  

The basic in competing, is the four elements of Competitive Context made by Porter.  

Unilever has accomplished all four elements due to fulfil this context and in addition to this 

Unilever has been able to build a CSR strategy on top and used the strategic CSR. 

Porter and Kramer continue their claims by arguing that in the future the companies must use 

Corporate Social Integration (CSI)97 because of the importance of the surroundings. 

This chapter has proven that Unilever in Bangladesh already has achieved CSI with their 

work both with Pollydut Scheme and the Lifebuoy Friendship Floating Hospital. 

The last four decades has made it possible for Lifebuoy to become a brand seen as 

participating and accepted by the population, which has caused the mentioned CSI. 

Patrick Cescau CEO at Unilever concludes that CSR will give the companies 4 things in 

return: 

 

1. Access to new markets –> the rural selling through Pollydut Scheme. 

2. New opportunities for innovation and growth –> the successful re-launch of Lifebuoy 

in the period from 2002 to 2006. 

3. New partners –> Friendship (NGO). 

4. Over the long term, it earns the trust and confidence of the community – something 

without which sustainable growth is possible –> Lifebuoy soap has reached the 

identity of Participation and Acceptance (Porter and Kramer’s ‘CSI). 

 

                                                
97 Explanation in chapter 12  
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Unilever must also consider the CSR initiatives in the future because of the danger that lies in 

public resistance. Therefore it is important in the future to proceed in working with both 

Government and NGO’s to prevent these negative side effects. 

 

CSR or CSI will be an important part of the future overall strategy for Unilever and Lifebuoy 

soap in Bangladesh because Unilever has proven that it works by the examples used in this 

chapter and can increase competitive advantage. 

 

16  Future strategy for Unilever & Lifebuoy Soap in 

Bangladesh in comparison with Prahalad & Karnani 

In the previous chapters we found the future strategy for Unilever in Bangladesh regarding 

Lifebuoy soap. Due to our findings, this chapter will be used to place this strategy in regards 

of the book written by C. K Prahalad; “The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid” and the 

criticism written by Aneel Karnani; “The fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: A Mirage.” 

The literature from Prahalad and Karnani represent the two opposites regarding the approach 

at the Bottom of the Pyramid and this chapter will show how Unilever’s strategy on Lifebuoy 

Soap is consistent with this literature. 

The chapter will be divided in two, first a comparison with Prahalad and after that with 

Karnani and in the end a part conclusion will made to gather the findings. 

 

16.1  Lifebuoy soap and Prahalad 

The future strategy for Lifebuoy soap in Bangladesh is including several of the findings in 

C.K Prahalad’s book. 

The main theme in the book is that the poor people living in Tier 4 or at the bottom of the 

Pyramid should be costumers to the MNC’s, here Unilever and Lifebuoy. 

The MNC’s should fit their products to the market, meaning smaller packaging which leads to 

lower RSP, which also is necessary due to the costumers are living for less than 2 $ pr day. 

Prahalad also states the importance of MNC’s making their strategy to the Bottom of the 

Pyramid and not the other way around because he recognise that one does not fit all. Hereby 
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meant, that a company lead from Europe can not decide the strategy and make the market in a 

BOP country adapt the strategy. 

This fits with the future Lifebuoy strategy, in regards of packaging and the success of the re-

launch mentioned earlier is consistent with the findings from Prahalad. Furthermore the 

strategy is fitted to the market and not the other way around. Unilever has with the current and 

future strategy followed the strategy guidelines from Prahalad. 

The claim from Prahalad that “MNC’s should play a leading role of selling to the poor” is 

also consistent with the future strategy due to the fact that Lifebuoy soap is the market leader 

within health soap. But in comparison with Porter and Kramer’s CSI thoughts, this point does 

not fit the future strategy – the claim from Prahalad sounds wrong in the context. It should 

rather be the acceptance of the brand, the participation in social initiatives that should make 

the consumers chooses the products because they know that supporting the brand, will in the 

end help people who really need it. For sure the consumers do not have any interest in MNC’s 

playing a leading role in selling to the poor. They are probably more interested in a brand that 

helps the poor with health and the opportunity to go to the hospital than the producer/owner of 

the brand.  

In other words the future strategy is not philanthropy; it is based on the thoughts of CSR 

and/or CSI which should lead to competitive advantages, innovation and the benefits 

mentioned by Patrick Cescau in the previous chapter. 

 

16.2  Lifebuoy soap and Karnani 

Karnani disagree in the idea of the poor people in BOP countries being costumers and that 

there is a fortune at all. 

With the low income Prahalad states, are contributing to a fortune, Karnani argues that the 

income of the poorest merely covers the basics to survive and the increasing problems with 

smoking and alcohol are used for the last or all of the available income. In this matter there is 

no difference between rich and poor – Karnani claims. 

The overall theme for both writers is the possibility to alleviate poverty. 

Karnani argues that there is only two ways to alleviate poverty – Lower prices in products (by 

lowering quality if needed, reduce costs or profit) or raise the income that the poor earns.  
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Due to the Karnani argument that MNC’s should decrease the RSP in the products is not a 

part of the new strategy – though it must be kept in mind because of the fact that discount 

soap has increased their market share during the last year.  

Unilever though has not been known to compromise the quality to do so, and the social 

initiatives should be funded somehow even though the money earned are staying in 

Bangladesh as mentioned in an earlier chapter. A good example of this mentioned by Karnani 

is the case with detergent soap brand Surf vs. Nirma from India.  

However Karnani sees the people in BOP countries as producers and not costumers as the 

way out of poverty. Unilever in Bangladesh are with Lifebuoy soap using locals as exclusive 

manufacturers, and will continually do so in the future. This is consistent with the theory of 

Karnani because this gives the workers the possibility to raise the standards of their living by 

raising their income through employment opportunities and of course the entire supply chain 

both upstream and downstream. 

Karnani sees the role of the government as central regarding education, health programs, 

useful infrastructure etc. but these examples are some of the social initiatives that Unilever 

has provided so far and also in regards of a future strategy will provide through CSR (CSI). 

(Do not forget that the government is involved in Unilever in Bangladesh which means that 

they indirect are fulfilling the suggestion from Karnani). 

Unilever seems to follow Karnani in many ways and the importance of raising the income of 

the poorest by using local workers, produce with local raw material and secure health by 

initiatives unites, the thoughts of Karnani and Unilever create a win-win for both parties and 

if Karnani is right alleviate poverty and reveal the fortune at the bottom of the pyramid. 

 

16.3  Part Conclusion 

The future strategy for Unilever has several similarities with both Prahalad and Karnani even 

though their ways of looking at the bottom of the pyramid are different. 

Unilever has been able to increase their market share on Lifebuoy in Bangladesh by 8,9 % 

from 2002-2006 by using consistent strategies due to ‘the best’ from each of Prahalad and 

Karnani. This of course has also been helped by an innovative brand division and skilled 

marketing. 

But in the comparison between the future strategy within Unilever and both Prahalad and 

Karnani, the similarities in the main findings from– the ability to use the locals as producers 
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with a local supply chain from raw materials to production and sales, and to a wide 

distribution into among others the rural areas to make the local’s costumers are significant.  

This success has been possible because Unilever in the previous years has chosen the right 

strategy, which is shaping the strategy to the market and not the other way around, a way of 

looking into a market that Prahalad mention in his book and in Bottom up Innovation. 

Furthermore the differentiated packaging and the importance of giving the local possibilities 

to lift the income by working in the supply chain also are consistent with both Prahalad and 

Karnani, something Unilever also has done in the past and something that are important in the 

future strategy. 

Even though Karnani sees the role of the Government as important due to education, health 

etc., Unilever has through their different CSR (CSI) projects been able to take responsibility 

in the local surroundings in the areas mentioned by Karnani, which are crucial in the future as 

well. 

 

17 Reliability and validity 

This chapter will define the reliability and validity of the thesis. The author argues both in the 

following text and each will conclude if the thesis will be both valid and reliable. 

 

17.1  Reliability 

To establish if the thesis is reliable or not, it is important to have in mind that there are 

differences of the persons reading it. But if the assumption that the primary data e.g. 

recognised professors etc. and first hand sources from Unilever are reliable both due to facts 

and profession in the mind of the reader, the thesis must be considered reliable. 

Due to the research the author has met several ways of looking into strategies, BOP countries 

and CSR – therefore the author has used few sources which without in argues must be 

considered primary data. Even the definition of CSR and BOP strategies are met in many 

different varieties which has meant that many articles etc. has left a blurred picture in the 

conclusions, but by use of primary data these ways to errors has been avoided. 

Therefore the author finds the thesis reliable for use within Unilever’s board of directors. 
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17.2  Validity 

To evaluate the validity of the thesis it must be taken into consideration that the scope was to 

find a strategy for the future. This means that there was a request for a new input in regards of 

the current strategy. By the point of origin, the current strategy and the use of recognised 

classic overall strategies and BOP Strategies used by thousands of companies all over the 

world, this part must be considered valid. Of course there are always difficulties in adapting a 

strategy to a company because of the culture, differences and shape in the specific company. 

In other words, the leaders of the company ‘translates’ the strategies because of the difference 

of people in general. 

The CSR approaches from this thesis are built up from the current Unilever strategy and the 

way of thoughts. The validity of this future approaches must walk hand in hand with the 

overall strategy and the recognition of validity due to their point of origin – the current 

strategy. 

   

In the following chapter; Final Conclusions of all the main facts and findings will be summed 

up. All the answers for the scope will be gathered in order to gather the findings for the new 

overall strategy. 

The Final Conclusion will first sum up on the current situation and current strategy and 

afterwards a sum up on the new long run strategy for the next 5-10 years.  
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18  Final Conclusion 

Unilever has world wide been a success since the merger in the 1930’s and is today one of the 

largest MNC’s within FMCG in the world.  

Despite of a legal structure which is parted in two, the overall strategy vision globally is to 

become ‘One U’. Unilever’s three strategic priority areas are D&E Countries, Personal Care 

and Vitality. 

Key figures shows that Unilever are capable of increasing their turnover and maintain the 

gross margins despite of the increasing prices on raw materials etc.  

The future for Unilever according to the figures from The World Bank is to be found in Asia 

and Russia. China has an increasing growth potential, but also a country like Bangladesh has 

a significant potential.  

Bangladesh has among others been pointed out as key market on Lifebuoy soap because of 

the potential seen by the Board of Directors in Unilever. 

 

Unilever in Bangladesh are currently using a Multinational strategy (which also includes 

Lifebuoy), because they are building flexibility to respond to national differences through 

strong, resourceful and entrepreneurial national operations. All production are placed within 

local supplier companies which are all producing exclusively to Unilever, even the raw 

materials is from local arrears.  

Due to financials Unilever Bangladesh does not send any profits out of the country, instead all 

the money is invested in Bangladesh. 

Lifebuoy is a part of this Multinational strategy which is linked with a local-for-local concept 

and three CSR approaches, a specific ‘CSR Market’ strategy and of course the ‘regular’ trade 

channel strategy. In the strategy Unilever uses their knowledge of differentiated packaging 

and a corps of bicycle sales representatives (Pollydut Scheme) in rural areas, to reach wide 

and target all social classes in the country. This has given Unilever the opportunity to get a 

broad distribution in Bangladesh which also has been a success factor within Lifebuoy so far. 

This strategy has between 2002-2006 been the main factor to an increasing market share on 

Lifebuoy soap in the health care category with 8,9% to approximately 50 % of the market 

share. Another reason for this result is the use of the Brand imprint tool and efficiencies in 

marketing targeting the poor. 
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The Lifebuoy brand has in the mind of the population reached a status of acceptance and 

participation because of the many social initiatives in Bangladesh such as, Lifebuoy 

Friendship Floating Hospital, Pollydut Scheme and the Shakti project. 

 

The overall future strategy is a Multinational strategy with elements from the Transnational 

strategy in regards of high levels of local responsiveness and globalisation. The Transnational 

strategy was not chosen alone because of the areas that needed to be centralised (Sales, 

finance etc.) and this would lead to major changes in Unilever world wide.  

The new strategy has been chosen by the following relevant factors, if Unilever want to 

increase their market share within Lifebuoy soap in Bangladesh,  

 

1. A believe in the presence in the local market. 

2. The knowledge of local changes and demands.  

3. The differentiated products and packaging. 

4. Changes in consumer behaviour which only can be spotted by a local presence. 

5. The ongoing R&D local and in clusters. 

6. The responsiveness and local initiatives are also significant in this matter. 

 

Unilever must maintain the local-for-local approach to strengthen the key success factors 

above and to secure Subsidiary-based knowledge development within the Bangladeshi 

market. 

 

The analysis of different BOP strategies taken from the recognised institute WRI revealed that 

Unilever in the future strategy needs to add a BOP strategy. The analysis found four strategies 

that are considered significant and helpful for Unilever to increase their market share on 

Lifebuoy soap: Focusing on BOP, Localising Value Creation, Enabling Access and Use 

unconventional Partnering. (Which are included below in the six key success factors). 

These six key success factors are the most significant due to the four BoP Strategies and the 

bottom up innovation by Prahalad: 

 

1. Use the Bottom up innovation – shape the strategy to the market and not the other way 

around – focus on BOP. 

2. Secure way to market and the availability of the product to the consumers. 
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3. Fit packaging to lift the affordability into the different layers in society and educate 

consumers to decrease health problems – enabling access. 

4. Creating buying power by using local employees and lift the responsiveness. 

5. Involvement in open partnering with Governments and NGO’s. 

6. The opportunity in using Internet commercial towards the poorest in society. 

 

By using CSR, Unilever has proven that both company and the surroundings can benefit from 

different social initiatives. Unilever are using CSR in Bangladesh today which is visible by 

the Shakti Project, Pollydut Scheme and Lifebuoy Friendship Floating Hospital. All these 

examples has given Unilever competitive advantages today and made it possible to achieve 

more in the future. An analysis has shown that the local Bangladeshi population looks at the 

Lifebuoy brand with an acceptance and a participation within social initiatives and the 

society.  

These findings and the work that has been done is already a mile stones for further 

competitive advantages in the future by defending the status of the Lifebuoy brand, but it is 

crucial that these initiatives are made in corporation with NGO’s, Governments etc. to prevent 

any negative side effects. 

The Unilever CEO Patrick Cescau is also certain that Unilever are initiating social projects in 

the future. He believes that it would give 4 things in return: 

 

1. Access to new markets –> the rural selling through Pollydut Scheme. 

2. New opportunities for innovation and growth –> the successful re-launch of Lifebuoy 

in the period from 2002 to 2006. 

3. New partners –> Friendship (NGO). 

4. Over the long term, it earns the trust and confidence of the community – something 

without which sustainable growth is possible –> Lifebuoy soap has reached the 

identity of Participation and Acceptance (Porter and Kramer’s ‘CSI). 

 

The analysis has established that due to the basics of competing, it is important that the basic 

areas already is covered by Unilever, and hereby made possible to build up the competitive 

advantages by using CSR on top. 

The findings in regard of the CSR competitive advantages are consistent with the 2 articles 

written by Porter and Kramer “The Competitive Advantage or Corporate Philanthropy” and 
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“Strategy & Society: The Link Between Competitive advantage and Corporate Social 

Responsibility” Porter and Kramer conclude that the only way to achieve competitive 

advantages in use of CSR is by using Strategic CSR and the 5 steps Framework. Unilever has 

used this approach, best seen in the two examples of the Pollydut scheme and most of all in 

the Lifebuoy Friendship Floating hospital, which both are output from a strategic CSR 

approach.  

 

This new strategy which is consistent with both Prahalads”The Fortune of the Bottom of the 

Pyramid” and Karnani’s criticism” The Fortune of the Bottom of the Pyramid: A Mirage”. 

Unilever has with this strategy, which is consistent with both Prahalad and Karnani’s vision, 

the ability to use the locals as producers with a local supply chain from raw materials to 

production and sales, and to widen their distribution into the rural areas to make the local’s 

costumers. Furthermore Unilever also has differentiated their packaging to make Lifebuoy 

more accessible for people in the rural areas. 

This is possible because the future strategy is shaped to the market and not the other way 

around. 

The CSR initiatives are also consistent with Karnani in regards of health and the future work 

with Lifebuoy Friendship Floating Hospital.  

The future strategy will help to increase the income of all the people within the supply chain 

and their families, they will probably not completely alleviate poverty which both Prahalad 

and Karnani hopes with their BoP proposals, but the disposable income within these families 

can be lifted and make what started as a producer become a future costumer for Lifebouy soap 

in Bangladesh. 
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